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A NOTE ON TRANSLITERA TION 


The transliteration of Tamil words has been done, as a rule in 
Pens with the system adopted by the Madras Tamil Fostoon 
(MTL) and in scholarly writings on south Indian history, such as 
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1, aap in current use are transliterated in the way 
they are written in contemporary official records and 
maps: for example, Tamil Nadu (not Tamilnatu) 
Thanjavur (not Taficdvir). When these occur ie ae 
original text that is being quoted, the MTL system is 
used. In the case of Cola territorial names, such as those 
ending in —mandalam, valanadu and nadu. the forms 
commonly used in academic writi oi i 

Ings On south 
ere Z India are 

2. Personal names, especially those of kings, have been 
transliterated in the way they appear in most scholarly 
writings. This particularly applies to names of Sanskrit 
origin: for example, Rajendra (not R&céntiran or 
See The following forms are used for the three 
well-known ancient south Indian linea 5 

es: a 
and Céra. pe cease 
3. Names of religions that are still popular are written 
without transliteration: for example, Saiva (not Saiva) 
Vaishnava (not Vaisnava). 


The transliteration of Sanskrit, Pali and Sinhala words follows the 
standard practice adopted in academic publications on South Asia 
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PREFACE 


This book has long been overdue. Over forty years ago, in 1962, 

when, as a junior member of the teaching staff of the university at 
Peradeniya (then known as the University of Ceylon, now the 
University of Peradeniya), I was planning my postgraduate research, 
the late Prof. W. J. F. LaBrooy, my revered teacher and, at that time, 
Ilcad of the Department of History at the university, advised me to 
research into the early history of the Tamils of Sri Lanka for my 
doctoral dissertation, as he considered this aspect to be a serious gap 
in the known history of the island. (In hindsight, I now think that this ~ 
advice had something to do with the controversy over the omission 
of the section dealing with the early history of the Tamils from the 
university's publication History of Ceylon, Volume I, Pt. II, released 
in 1960.)' In October 1963, I enrolled as a postgraduate student at 
the School of Oriental and African Studies of the University of 
London and commenced my research on the ancient settlements of 
the Dravidian-speakers in Sri Lanka. I was fortunate to engage in this 
research in a department headed by Prof. Bernard Lewis (still a 
leading specialist in Middle Eastern history), under the overall 
supervision of the late Prof. A.L. Basham (then the foremost British 
historian of ancient India) and the guidance of Dr. Johannes de 
Casparis (then Reader in History at the SOAS and later Professor at 
the University of Leiden), whose profound knowledge of South and 
Southeast Asian history as well as expertise in Indian and Indonesian 
epigraphy became invaluable for my training. My thesis was 
completed in October 1965. . 


Work on this thesis opened my eyes to the paucity of material 
relating to the early history of the Tamils in Sri Lanka and to the 
great need for archaeological work in the regions settled by the 
Tamils. The thesis was completed with the material that was 
available in the early 1960s. ‘As long as excavation work remains 
undone’, I pointed out, ‘much that is relevant to our study will be 
wanting... Even the inscriptions and literary works that we have 
used have proved to be inadequate in the reconstruction of a 
satisfactory history of the settlements and in the solution of many 
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Important problems’ (p. 21). The thesis was presented as the first 
major attempt to bring together all the available evidence on the 
subject. The fact that it was in no way a complete study was 
admitted: ‘In view of these limitations and difficulties, while we may 
claim to have added something to our knowledge of the history of 
the Tamils of Ceylon, the account presented here is inevitably 
incomplete and not always definite. We have often been led to state 
our conclusions in hypothetical terms’ (p. 23). 


Needless to say, that dissertation is now completely out of date. 
My own perspectives and interpretations have changed since its 
completion. More importantly, significant developments, both in 
terms of archaeological research and changing historical 
perspectives, have taken place in the last four decades. The work of a 
whole new generation of Sri Lankan scholars has not only helped to 
unearth much evidence relating to Sri Lanka's prehistory and 
protohistory, but also brought to bear new approaches and 
interpretations on the study of the country's past. The researches of 
Sri Lankan as well as foreign anthropologists and sociologists have 
also immensely assisted in the understanding of the island's past. The 
advances in knowledge that have resulted from these developments 
have made it possible to attempt this study of the early history of the 
Tamils of Sri Lanka and the evolution of their separate identity. 


In times of human conflict, whether communal, national or 
international, history, together with its sister discipline of 
archaeology, is always among the first casualties. In South Asia, with 
its long and chequered history and multi-ethnic population, every 
other person with some education seems to ‘consider herself or 
himself as an authority on history and tends to pay scant respect to 
the views of Specialists, if those views do not agree with what she or 
he holds to be the truth. Through a process of selective quoting, with 
no regard for the nature of the source, favourable views are put 
forward. I have no doubt that a number of general readers will show 
unusual interest in this book. Many are likely to view what is said 
here in the light of contemporary prejudices. To them, I wish to say 
that Sri Lanka has been, from time immemorial, the home of various 
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ethnic groups. There have been political and social conflicts aoe 
them but the kind of ethnic consciousness and destructive 2 is 
that have surfaced in the twentieth century and continue top a pa 
island were not part of Sri Lanka's pre-colonial history. = ree 
kings that we know of in the centuries before the ee 
not all of the same ethnic group or religious persuasion. eithe 

the last kings of the island before the European invasions. 


; Pe f 
The political ideologies pursued by opposing groups in been 
conflict affect not only ordinary people but sadly also inte ec 
some of whom go to great lengths to interpret history 
sfchacology to support the views they favour. ber ee a 
f tries during the Second Wor : 
Germany, Japan and other coun hikes 
i t, in the last three decades, a nu 
Regrettably, it would appear that, ades, a 
of Sri Lankan scholars, both young and old, in the universities of a 
Lanka as well as in universities outside, have been responding . e | 
current political and ideological environment in - se hte at 
i isted and mobilised to fight the issu 
manner. History has been enliste ght ( 
of our day. Some academic historians have become willing recruits 


for this battle. 


The manner in which history is being ‘used’ in iste 
contemporary issues is a matter for concern. That there is . sia 
go back to the distant past and drag historical figures - cae 
them into heroes of the present is not a healthy sign. This igre : 
best summed up by a distinguished Sri Lankan acon 0, - S 
not a professional historian, wrote a better aaa is si 7 
Lanka than some academic historians have done in the ee ? ; 
His words are very relevant indeed to the present state of affairs: 


... the legendary heroes once created to satisfy the old ees 
are still resorted to in the entirely CASTEN de eee 
the present. That cultures have their mythical ae 
surprising, indeed it would be strange if they shou ae 
There is a slight distinction to be drawn, however, etw 

this and the need for heroes... To have invented vas ied 
once required is surely the normal and economical satisfac 
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of desires, to be met with in the history of individuals and 
communities. But to insist on satisfying a recurring need at all 
times in the same old ways is surely an indication of deep 
seated malaise. To be, at the present time, dependent on the 
mythopoeic creativeness of ages long past is to argue an 
inability to face up to the demands of the contemporaneous. 


Referring to some modern day attempts to revise history on the 
basis of new myths, Hobsbawm warns us that 'These and many other 
attempts are not merely bad intellectual jokes. After all, they can 
determine what goes into schoolbooks' (p. 7). Again, Hobsbawm's 
views are worthy of note: 


When we continually cry for a cause, for a hero whom we 
could follow, when we need the sustenance of legendary 
forefathers, we are most probably showing symptoms, not 
only of angry unhappiness, but also of retarded adolescence. 
(E. F. C. Ludowyk, The Story of Ceylon, London 1967: 33) 


This is not a situation that is peculiar to Sri Lanka. We live at a 
time when in many countries history has become a weapon in the 
hands of political activists. A very distinguished historian of our 
time, Eric Hobsbawm, has expressed serious concern, as a university 
teacher and historian, about this development. His comments are 
worthy of note by those who are engaged in genuine historical 
research: 


Myth and invention are essential to the politics of identity by 
which groups of people today, defining themselves by 
ethnicity, religion or the past or present borders of states try to 
find some certainty in an uncertain and shaking world by © 
saying, 'We are different from and better than the Others’. 
They are our concern in the universities because the people 
who formulate those myths and inventions are educated 
people: schoolteachers lay and clerical, professors (not many, | 
hope), journalists, television and radio producers. Today most 
of them will have gone to some university. Make no mistake 
about it. History is not ancestral memory or collective 
tradition. It is what people learned from priests, schoolmasters, 


History is the raw material for nationalist or ethnic or 
fundamentalist ideologies, as poppies are the raw material for 
heroin addiction. The past is an essential element, perhaps the 
essential element, in these ideologies. If there is no suitable 
past, it can always be invented. ... The past legitimizes. The 
past gives a more glorious background to a present that doesn't 
have much to celebrate... 


I used to think that the profession of history, unlike that of, 
say, nuclear physics, could at least do no harm. Now I know it 
can. Our studies can turn into bomb factories like the 
workshops in which the IRA has learned to transform 
chemical fertilizer into an explosive. This state of affairs 
affects us in two ways. We have a responsibility to historical 
facts in general, and for criticizing the politicoideological 
abuse of history in particular. (On History, New York 1997: 5, 
6) 


the writers of history books and the compilers of magazine 
articles and television programmes. It is very important for 
historians to remember their responsibility, which is, above 
all, to stand aside from the passions of identity politics even 
if we feel them also. After all, we are human beings too. 


(pp.7-8) 


A leading Sri Lankan scholar and university teacher, Prof. 
Sudharshan Seneviratne, who is in a far better position than I am to 
assess the Sri Lankan situation, has already warned us about the 
dangers facing historical and archaeological research there: 


The future of both historical and archaeological studies in Sri 
Lanka is at cross roads facing a dilemma of priorities, choices, 
resource persons, attitudes and, above all, quality of research. 
It is indeed reasonable to question the extent to which a new 
breed of charlatans and political animals in these disciplines 
are responsible for the emergence of [an] ahistorical attitude 
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and an anti-historical bias in schools, at seats of higher 
education and the country in general. 'Anti-Orwellian' 
historians in this country who have slithered their way through 
‘corridors of power’ have not only compromised the very 
fundamentals of intellectual decency but are now in the 
process of subverting the study of history for personal ends 
and political expediency. (The Island, Colombo, 4 August 
2001) 


Another leading Sri Lankan academic who has repeatedly 
_ expressed similar concern about this unfortunate development in 
historical writings is Prof. Leslie Gunawardana: 


_A trend which appears to be gathering strength is represented 
by some researchers in the field of archaeology and history 
who see in their work the fulfilment of a duty to highlight the 
splendour of the Sinhala or the Tamil group as the case may 
be, and to bolster the claims of one’s own group to disputed 
territory. While it has led to a growth of interest in research 
related to ethnic studies, this development has brought in its 


wake a noteworthy relaxation of intellectual rigour in research. 


(Gunawardana 1994: 213) 


In Hobsbawm's view, ‘history is engaged on a coherent 
intellectual project, and has made progress in understanding how the 
world came to be the way it is today' (1997: x). My aim here is to 
explore the past in order to understand how the Tamils of Sri Lanka 
(as well as the Sinhalese) came to be what they are. Their political 
claims that have led to the current conflict are to be judged in terms 
of accepted universal human rights and not in terms of their past in 
the island. The deeper one delves into Sri Lankan history the more 
one will find how much the Tamils and the Sinhalese have in 
common. They have a shared history and culture; and a common 
descent. In the cogent words of that distinguished Sri Lankan 
archaeologist Prof. Senerat Paranavitana, ‘the vast majority of the 
people who today speak Sinhalese or Tamil must ultimately be 
descended from those autochthonous people [of the prehistoric 
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period] of whom we know next to nothing’ (UCHC, I, 1: 96-97). As 
that eminent Cambridge scholar and renowned historian of science, 


Prof. Joseph Needham, rightly remarked, together they had achieved 
an admirable hydraulic civilization in the island about a thousand 
years ago. Together they could attain great heights in the future. 


* Discussing one of the finest achievements in ancient hydraulics in his 
monumental work on the science and civilization of China, Prof. Joseph 
Needham (1900-1995) judged ‘that the achievements of the Indian civil 
engineers in ancient and medieval times are quite worthy to be compared 
with those of their Chinese colleagues’, but concluded that ‘it was never in 
India that the fusion of the Egyptian and Babylonian patterns achieved its 
most complete and subtlest form. This took place in Ceylon, the work of 
both cultures, Sinhalese and Tamil, but especially the former’ (Science and 
-ivilization in China, IV, Cambridge 1971: 368). 


Xili 


XIV 


Map I. The South India - Sri Lanka Region (SISL) 


INTRODUCTION 


“Political pressures on history, by old and new states and regimes, 
identity groups, and forces long concealed under the frozen ice-cap 
of the Cold War, are greater than ever before in my lifetime, and 
modern media society has given the past unprecedented prominence 
and marketing potential. More history than ever is today being 
revised or invented by people who do not want the real past, but only 
a past that suits their purpose. Today is the great age of historical 
mythology. The defence of history by its professionuls is today more 
urgent in politics than ever. We are needed..” Professor Eric 
Hobsbawm, /nteresting Times: A Twentieth-Century Life, London 
2002: 296. 


Sri Lanka is a country with a very long history of human 
settlement. Over several millennia, people of different cultures have 
been settling here and it is a process that has gone on until the end of 
colonial rule and the island’s emergence as a newly independent 
country in the middle of the twentieth century. From prehistoric 
times, its people have been, to use a contemporary term, 
multicultural. From the myriad cultural groups that were there in the 
protohistoric period, about 2500 years ago, two major ethnic 
identities, the Sinhalese and the Tamils, began to evolve in the carly 
historic period. There were also other minor ethnic groups who were 
assimilated, in course of time, into one or the: other major group. 
Later, with the arrival of the Muslim traders, a third significant 
ethnic identity evolved, This group is now known as the Muslims of 
Sri Lanka. European rule from the sixteenth century added another 
important ethnic group, the Burghers. In the time of European 
domination, under the Dutch, another minor group, the Malays, was 
brought from the islands of Indonesia. And finally, colonial rule and 
economic exploitation of the country by the British resulted in one 
more significant ethnic identity, the Tamils of Indian Origin, 
emerging here. 


Sri Lankan Tamil Ethnic Identity 
Ethnicity 


To trace the evolution of the major ethnic identities of the early 
historic period is a forbidding task. To begin with, one is confronted 
with the problem of definition. In a world where ethnic 
consciousness has assumed greater proportions than perhaps ever 
before, ethnic terms are very commonly used but remain hard to 
define. The ethnic conflict in Sri Lanka has helped to publicise the 
name ‘Tamil’ in many parts of the world in a manner that the 
Dravidian movement in Tamil Nadu could not achieve. But has that 
helped to define a Tamil? We hear of the Arab-Israeli conflict 
several ‘times a week, but who is an Arab? In fact, the problem 
relates to almost every ethnic name. Such is the complexity of 
defining an ethnic group. 


Ethnicity is a social attribute and not a physical one. A convenient 
definition of the ethnos, the ethnic group, accepted by historians and 
archacologists, is quoted by the archaeologist Colin Renfrew: “a firm 
aggregate of people, historically established in a given territory, 
possessing in common relatively stable peculiarities of language and 
culture, and also recognizing their unity and difference from other 
similar formations (self-awareness) and expressing this in a self- 
appointed name (ethnonym).”' Agreeing with this definition, 
Renfrew points out that this “allows us to note the following factors, 
all of them relevant to the notion of ethnicity: 1. shared territory or 
land, 2. common descent or ‘blood’, 3. a common language, 4. 
community of customs or culture, 5. community of beliefs or 
religion, 6. self-awareness, self-identity, 7. a name (ethnonym) to 
express the identity of the group, 8. shared origin story (or myth) 
describing the origin and history of the group.”* This definition is 
useful in the study of the Sri Lankan situation.’ 


Ethnic identities in the modern world are based on self- 
perception. This is the guiding principle in the identification of the 
different ethnic groups. There are, however, various indicators of 
ethnicity, although it is not always easy to use these to identify a 


person’s ethnic group. Language, for instance, is one such indicator 
but it does not apply to every case. While the Sinhalese language is, 
without argument, an indicator of Sinhalese ethnicity, it is not 
possible to use the Tamil language in a similar manner as an 
indicator of Tamil ethnicity. The speakers of the Tamil language in 
Sri Lanka are not a single homogeneous ethnic community. Among 
the Tamil-speakers, there are three main groups, the Sri Lankan 
Tamils, the Tamils of Indian Origin and the Sri Lankan Muslims, 
each perceiving itself as a separate ethnic group. Yet another small 
group, the Colombo Chetties, which considered itself as a part of the 
Sri Lankan Tamils until the last decades of the twentieth century, * 
now wishes to be identified as a community distinct from the Sri 


Lankan Tamils. Not all speakers of the Tamil language consider 


themselves Tamils. The Muslims of Sri Lanka, the vast majority of 
whom speak Tamil as their mother tongue, do not consider 
themselves to be Tamils. And there are also some who do not speak 
Tamil but consider themselves Tamils. 


Subject of this book 


This book is concerned with the Tamils who lived in Sri Lanka in 
the early centuries of its history and with the evolution of an ethnic 
community speaking the Tamil language in the northern, 
northwestern and eastern regions of the island whose descendants in 
modern times perceive themselves as an ethnic identity that is 
different from the Tamils of south India as well as other ethnic 
groups in Sri Lanka. 


It is not suggested here that ethnic consciousness and ethnic 
identities prevailed in the ancient period as they do in our time. The 
ethnic labels, such as Dameda, Ila and Barata, occurring in the 
ancient inscriptions referred to groups that represented what has been 
described as archaic ethnicity. These groups no doubt had features 
that distinguished them from one another. These features would be 
hard to identify with the available evidence. It is unlikely that at that 
stage language was a distinguishing feature. As pointed out by Leslie 
Gunawardana, it will be difficult to claim that a strong feeling of 


ethnic consciousness bound the members of cach group together in 
the modern sense.* Indeed the ethnic divisions in society found in 
modern Sri Lanka are not applicable to the society of the Early 
Historic Period (EHP). 


Tami] and Damila 


In the Tamil language, the earliest occurrences of the word Jamil 
are in the poems of the anthology known as the Sangam literature 
and in the grammatical work Tolkappiyam, dating back to the 
centuries immediately before the Common Era. In these occurrences, 
the word is used to denote a language, an ethnic group and a country. 
About the same time, derivatives of this name were used in the 
Prakrit languages (Tramira in the Hathigumpha inscription of the 
second century BCE, and Damij/a in an early inscription from 
Amaravati) to refer to an ethnic group. The Pali Akitti Jataka, also 
datable to a period BCE, refers to the Dami/farattham (the country of 
the Damuja). It is clear from these references that in the period of the 
earliest Brahmi inscriptions of Sri Lanka there was in south India an 
ethnic group using Tami/as its descriptive term. 


A section of the population of Sri Lanka in the historical period 
has been designated Dema/a and Dama in the major Sinhala and 
Pali chronicles respectively. In the Sinhala inscriptions of the ninth 


and tenth centuries the related term Deme{ occurs. There cannot be . 


any dispute about the relationship of these terms to the words 7, amil 
and Yamijar in the Tamil language, denoting that language and the 
people. associated with that language (although language may not 
have been the only distinguishing feature of this group). That these 
terms are the forerunners of the modern Sinhalese term Demaja 
(often Sanskritised as Dravida in literary usage) and that they refer to 
the same ethnic group cannot also be contested. Scholars have also 
accepted that the Prakrit form of this name is Dameda, occurring in 
the Brahmi inscriptions of Sri Lanka datable to about the second 
century BCE.° In some of these early records, the variant Dame/a is 
found to occur. The origin of a separate Tamil ethnic group in Sri 


Lanka, whatever its characteristics over the centuries, will have to go 
back to this early Dameda group. 


Until very recent years, serious historical research was not 
directed at the origin and evolution of either the Sinhalese or Sri 
Lankan Tamil communities. Historians have tended to base their 
writings on the assumption that the people of the island at the dawn 
of its history were Sinhalese and that, at a later time, the Tamils and 
other communities came to share the country. Sri Lankan 
historiography of the nineteenth and the early twentieth century is 
largely responsible for this oversimplification of the ancient history ~ 
of Sri Lanka. 


Sri Lankan Historiography 
Colonial constructions 


Modern scientific research into the island’s ancient history was an 
area that was very seriously neglected almost to the end of the 
colonial period. Whereas in the Indian subcontinent, the early 


_ establishment of universities in the middle of the nineteenth century 


provided the facilities for the training and employment of Indian 
historians, and the growth of a vibrant nationalist movement in the 
final decades of the nineteenth century gave an impetus to the 
development of historical and archaeological research as well as a 
national interest in the past, at least among the English-educated 
intelligentsia, Sri Lanka did not have a single university until about 
six years before gaining independence from Britain, and lacked 
serious scholarly interest in research into the ancient history of the 
island till the second quarter of the twentieth century. This is not to 
deny the interest shown in the archaeological remains in the ancient 
cities that lay in ruins, in.the epigraphic records and in the Pali and 
Sinhala chronicles by both Sri Lankan and European scholars. 


European writers -had no doubt shown an interest in the history of 
the island from the time the Portuguese began their rule in the 
sixteenth century. The Portuguese priest, Fernao de Queyroz, was 
among the first to write a notable history of Sri Lanka in a European 


language in the seventeenth century.° Joao Ribeiro was another 
Portuguese historian who wrote a history of the island.’ In the 
eighteenth century, a similar interest in the history of the island was 
shown by some Dutch writers. Notable among them was Philippus 
Baldaeus.* These accounts have very little about the ancient history 
of Sri Lanka. 


It is in the nineteenth century, under British rule, that Europeans, 
particularly British officials, evinced a keen interest in the traditional 
history of the island as told in the local chronicles. The European 
discovery of the Pali and Sinhala chronicles, the publication of early 
translations of the Mahévamsa and the acquisition of information 
relating to the ancient ruins led to the first serious British attempts to 
write the early history of Sri Lanka in the middle of the nineteenth 
century. It was in these early colonial writings, largely based on the 
uncritical acceptance of the local chronicles, that a new perspective 
of the ancient history of the island began to develop. The view that 
the Sinhalese were the ‘proper inhabitants’ of the island in ancient 
times and that the Tamils were invaders came to dominate colonial 
historical writing. Before long, the Sinhalese were identified with the 
‘Aryans’ and the Tamils with the “Dravidians’. In recent years, 
several anthropologists and historians have shown how this 
perspective came to be developed in colonial writings.? 


Sri Lankan history was hardly taught in the schools until the end 
of British rule. The only major institution where history was taught 
at the undergraduate level, namely the Ceylon University College in 
Colombo, was affiliated to the University of London and prepared 
students for examinations in British and European history. There 
were only a couple of school textbooks on the history of Sri Lanka, 
even as late as 1930. These were written by historians of British 
origin.’ The demand for school textbooks in the early years of 
independence, in the nineteen-fifties, led to the publication of a few 
books on Sri Lankan history by school teachers.!! The only 
exception to these school books was the Early History of Ceylon 
written by G. C. Mendis, an academic in the Ceylon University 
College.’ 


These writings were all based on the Pali and Sinhala chronicles 
which inevitably set the tone for the Sinhalacentrist approach that 
has remained a hallmark of Sri Lankan historiography until recent 
years. Even as late as the nineteen-eighties, some of the aunoneave 
works dealing with the entire history of Sri Lanka (‘from its 
legendary beginnings to the author’s own day’) could only begin 
with the ‘Aryan colonisation’ as told in the chronicles and dismiss 
the original inhabitants of the island as of no significance because i 
‘Aryan’ colonists ‘either absorbed, swept away or pushed into the 
remoter regions of the island the original inhabitants whom they 
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encountered.’ 


In these writings, the view that Sri Lankan history began at a 
single moment with a single event and flowed in one continuous 
stream into modern times has been dominant.” In this linear view, 
echoes of modern nationalism could unmistakably be heard. Sri. 
Lankan history was seen as the exclusive domain of a single ethnic 
identity which was from time to time threatened by another from 
across the Palk Strait. As David Ludden has argued, we must now 
separate the academic study of pre-modern history ae . 
contemporary efforts to construct modern cultural boundaries an 
‘We need to separate the study of collective identities and everyday 


experience in the past from our current cultural politics of national 


identity.’'° : 


The Paranavitana Factor 


The establishment of the first university in Sri Lanka, the 
University of Ceylon, in 1942, provided the opportunity to ike the 
first step towards serious academic research into the island’s past. 
Courses in Sri Lankan history were introduced and the first student 
to conduct a doctoral research in ancient Sri Lankan history was 
enrolled.'® There was, however, only one specialist in ancient Sri 
Lankan history on the staff of the university (G. c. Mendis) and the 
foundation chair of history went to a specialist in ancient Indian 


history (H. C. Ray). 


While the young Department of History of the new University was 
struggling to establish itself, with hardly any significant research 
output until the 1950s, there was onc department of the government 
that enjoyed a great reputation for its researches into the ancient past 
of Sri Lanka. This was the Archaeological Survey of Ceylon. The 
Commissioner of Archaeology, who headed this department, was 
Senarat Paranavitana, the first Sri Lankan to hold that position. A 

_ Self-made scholar, he had a profound knowledge of the archaeology 
of Sri Lanka as well as of several languages and wrote prodigiously, 
earning a wide reputation as an authority on ancient Sri Lanka. The 
university did not have a department for archaeology and could not 
boast of anyone in its Department of History with scholarship 
comparable with that of Paranavitana. When Paranavitana retired 
from the post of Commissioner in 1957, he was appointed Research 
Professor of Archaeology in the University of Ceylon and nearly 


everyone in the young university looked up to him with awe and 
admiration. 


It was about this time that the university felt its responsibility to 
Satisfy a long-felt need in the country, namely, to bring out an 
authoritative history of Sri Lanka. But strangely, there was no one in 
the university’s Department of History who could take up the 
challenge of editing the first volume of the proposed history dealing 
with the ancient period. The university turned to the newly appointed 
Professor of Archaeology to take on this task. 


Though undoubtedly an eminent archaeologist of the historical 
period and the foremost Sinhalese epigraphist of the time, 
Paranavitana was hardly the historian fitting the role of editor of 
what was intended to be the pioneer historical publication of the 
university providing to the new nation.an authoritative history. An 
indefatigable researcher and prolific writer, he wrote almost all the 
major chapters of the first volume covering the history up to the end 
of the fifteenth century. Thus, he was in a position to use his 
perspectives and provide a history largely based on the monastic 
chronicles and his interpretation of the archaeological material. For 


more than a decade, what he wrote remained the only authoritative 
history of ancient Sri Lanka. 


This situation, which may be termed the Paranavitana factor, had 
a tremendous influence on a whole generation of Sri Lankan ee 
and general readers. His reputation as a great scholar was ae 
enhanced by the history he wrote. Many researchers, eats ie 
disagreed with several of his views and theories in private but w 


not willing to go public. 


The impact of the Paranavitana factor on the peenne and a : 
of Sri Lankan history is yet to be fully researched. As one who ha 
followed the undergraduate courses in ancient Sri Lankan see x 
the University of Ceylon (the only university in the island unti Be 
in the late 1950’s and had worked as a member of the tenening sta 
of the Department of History there throughout the 1960’s, the scien 
writer is in a position to say that the influence of the Paranavita 


factor was enormous. 


The extent of this influence could be gauged from sae oh 
notable publications on Sri Lankan history in the 1960s an si y 
1970s, One instance of this is the perpetuation of the Aryan oe 
While the notion that the ‘Aryans’ had colonized Sri Lanka ae : 
centuries before the beginning, of the Common Era was preva en 
even before the publication of the University of Ceylon ans es 
Ceylon, Paranavitana’s chapter on the ‘Aryan aid 2 
Sinhalese’ gave the theory a much-needed authority. For t e n * 
two decades after its publication, even the leading young Shan : 
of the university, who were trained in the moder historical ne : 
in some of the established western universities, found it oe t : 
discard the theory of an ‘Aryan’ migration and settlement, fe a 
they were writing more than a decade after the Aryan myt e - 
Nazis and their mentors had been completely jettisoned by mode 
western historians.” The Paranavitana factor also had its impact on 
perceptions of the history of Tamils in the island. 


The Peradeniya School 


It was against this backdrop that a school of Sri Lankan scholars, 
who may rightly be called the Peradeniya school, emerged in the 
university at Peradeniya. They were without doubt under the shadow 
of Paranavitana’s figure that loomed large above them. They had 
reservations about many of his theories and views but were unwilling 
to air any criticism openly. Then came, in the 1960s, Paranavitana’s 
strange revelations about the existence of a vast amount of ancient 
historical information, covering a good part of the ancient world 
from Greece to the Southeast Asian islands, in the form of what he 
termed ‘interlinear inscriptions’, on several stone slabs in Sri 
Lanka.’ The Peradeniya school hesitated to accept this but felt 
reluctant to reject it openly. It took a while before the Sri Lankan 
scholars, both historians and archaeologists, rejected Paranavitana’s 
claims.” The ‘interlinear inscriptions’ were finally declared as non- 
existent records. This made a big dent in Paranavitana’s reputation 
and helped to check the influence of the Paranavitana factor.” By the 


1970’s, the Peradeniya school was well on its way to break new 
paths. 


It is a matter of good fortune that at a time as the one that Sri 
Lanka has passed through in the last two decades, there were some 
scholars of exceptional ability and scientific frame of mind who, 
with their profound knowledge of history, archaeology and other 
related disciplines as well as an outlook that took into account both 
the Sinhala and Tamil sources, stood at the frontline of the battle 
against the charlatans and pseudo-scholars who had been striving 
hard to undermine the admirable directions that the Peradeniya 
school had begun to give to Sri Lankan historical research, 
Undoubtedly, the leading light of the Peradeniya school was Leslie 
Gunawardana.”* Another eminent scholar, Sudharshan Seneviratne, 
though not a product of Peradeniya, joined the Peradeniya school and 
helped to break the insularity of Sri Lankan archaeology. His most 
significant contribution came in the form of his monumental 
research, Social Base of Early Buddhism in South East India and Sri 
Lanka, paving the way for important re-interpretations concerning 
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the earliest phase of Sri Lankan history.”° In this connection, be 
other scholars from outside the Peradeniya school, oer 
Bandaranayake and Siran Deraniyagala, deserve special at . 
their contributions to raising the standard of archaeologica Rs 

historical scholarship in Sri Lanka. The present work benefits from 


the researches of all these scholars. 


Ethnic conflict and history writing 


The high standards of historical scholarship set up by i 
Peradeniya school, however, could not prevent ethnic and sel 
bias creeping into scholarly writings and, with the intensi ica 10 
the ethnic conflict in the island, unashamedly blowing up ‘a ee 
proportions. Long before the birth of the Peradeniya schoo ee 
growth of nationalist sentiments at the beginning of a : - 
century was accompanied by the sowing of the seeds o etl ae . 
in the nascent historical writings of that time. As the possi i He 
gaining greater political rights from the colonial power came rake ie 
view, the past became important in staking claims to a larger : seas 
the cake. Since the country was clearly multi-ethnic, establis ee 
who was present first was seen as crucial in these claims. ee 
such circumstances, history and archaeology as well as inguist 
were called to the aid of the contenders. Ethnic bias in a tae 
writings was sometimes subtle, at other times crude. But Wet j 
open conflict breaking out in the 1970s, ethnic bias in some writing 


became ugly.”® 


The comments of Leslie Gunawardana on this situation are 
worthy of note as they give an indication of the seriousness of the 


problem: 


With the intensification of the ethnic conflict and the 
accompanying polarization within the academic Saeed 
scholars have been coming under increasing pressure . 
develop representations of the past which lend panne i 
the claims of the ethnic group to which they belong. > ‘ e 
they have been expected to challenge representations of the 
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rant in works of writers in rival ethnic groups, it has beco 

difficult and, in certain situations, even fisky for the a 
challenge or to be critical of representations being seibed . 
their own ethnic groups. This development brought in its w ie 
a notable relaxation of intellectual rigour in research.’ ea 


Set ety z ae ees pes writings on Sri 
; at the ethni i 

Sinhalese and the Tamils has thrown up a eee ae : ae 
who are seriously undermining the traditions that the ne a 
school has been seeking to establish. When one looks at th ne 
historical writings on ancient Sri Lanka, one is reminded oe 
Mars in Europe in the period of nineteenth century aisle: 
ie ie pungent comment of the British historian Norman Davies at 

atter seems to apply almost wholesale ‘to the current Sri Lanka: 

experience, it is worth quoting it at length: : 


... pr - i i 
present-day nations and regimes have a strong inclination © 


to believe that they and their forebears have ‘possessed’ thei 
present territory since time immemorial. Belief in ihe 
unbreakable bond between ‘Blood and Soil’ was one of i 
most powerful psychological motors of nineteenth cent ‘ 
nationalism. Europeans were thoroughly indoctrinated with 
the notion that every inch of ground within their national 
HOnhers was eternally ‘theirs’ and hence inherently ‘French’ 
or ‘German’ or ‘Polish’ or whatever. ...prehistory and 
archaeology have inevitably developed in an’ intensel 

political context. Nationalism has never been far ede aie 
surface. Immense efforts have been made to discover . ast fe 
which modern people could relate, and, where ees - 


exclude those elements of 
: the past th ee 
inconvenient.”® past that were politically 


ca admit that ‘history is inextricably bound to 
a ae politics.’ This is true of identity history as it is of any 
er. Ihe past becomes an essential argument in the debates on 


contemporary issues. In this respect, the words of the veteran 
historian of our times, Eric Hobsbawm, are worth pondering upon: 
rf 


__.all human beings, collectivities and institutions need a past, 

but it is only occasionally the past uncovered by historical 

research. The standard example of an identity culture which | 
anchors itself to the past by means of myths dressed up as” 
history is nationalism. Of this Ernest Renan observed more 

than a century ago, ‘Forgetting, even getting history wrong, is 
an essential factor in the formation of a nation, which is why 
the progress of historical studies is often a danger to 
nationality’. For mations are historically novel entities 
pretending to have existed for a very long time. Inevitably the 
nationalist version of their history consists of anachronism, 
omission, decontextualization and, in extreme cases, lies. To a 
lesser extent this is true of identity history, old or new.” 


Scholars recognize that the past is not just a subject for academic 
study. ‘The past is politically highly charged, ideologically powerful 
and significant? and almost everyone has some interest in it. 
Archaeologists admit that ‘Increasingly archaeology plays an 
important role in the definition of national identity’ and that in many 
countries ‘the ancient past is used in some ways to legitimate the 
present and is drawn upon to reinforce a sense of national greatness 
and identity’. Following on_ this, ‘nationalist aims, sectarian . 
objectives, and political agendas are often served by the partisan 
interpretation and presentation of what is alleged to be the cultural 
heritage.’*° The political and ideological uses of the past, particularly 
in the last few decades in countries where ethnic conflicts and 
identity concerns have led to violent eruptions, have put academic 
historians and archaeologists under great pressure. And, as often 
happens in times of major conflicts, some (or too many?) of them 
have unwittingly fallen victims to political pressures. 


It is all too easy to fall into the trap of ethnic bias unwittingly in 


times of ethnic conflict. The biased statements of the historians are 
often seized upon by the non-professionals and turned into 
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propaganda, As Hobsbawm says, historians ‘have a responsibility to 
historical facts in general, and for criticizing the politico-ideological 
abuse of history in particular’. He spells out this responsibility in the 
following words: ‘To insist on the supremacy of evidence, and the 
centrality of the distinction between verifiable historical fact and 
fiction, is only one of the ways of exercising the historian’s 
responsibility’ and adds a second responsibility: ‘The deconstruction 
of political and social myths dressed up as history has long been part 
of the historian’s professional duties, independent of his or her 
sympathies.’ Hobsbawm has an advice and a warning that need to be 
heeded by young historians in conflict-torn Sri Lanka at a time when 
the country appears to have taken the first steps towards 
reconstruction. The advice is: ‘Historians, however microcosmic, 
must be for universalism, not out of loyalty to an ideal to which 
many of us remain attached but because it is the necessary condition 
for understanding the history of humanity, including that of any 
special section of humanity. For all human collectivities necessarily 
are and have been part of a larger and more complex world. A 
history which is designed only for Jews (or African-Americans, or 
Greeks, or women, or proletarians, or homosexuals) cannot be good 
history, though it may be comforting history to those who practise 
it.’ And the warning is: ‘Unfortunately, as the situation in large parts 
of the world at the end of our millennium demonstrates, bad history 
is not harmless history. It is dangerous. The sentences typed on 
apparently innocuous keyboards may be sentences of death.”2! 


There is no need to give any prominence to the writings of 
pseudo-historians and fringe archaeologists who have emerged on 
both sides of the ethnic divide. Readers will understand if these 
writers have not been taken seriously in any discussion in this work. 
As Sudharshan Seneviratne has rightly pointed out, ‘such lumpen 
intellectuals ... belong in the dustbin of history.’ But there is the 
need to be concerned about their misrepresentations of history. Some 
of these are based on misinterpretations of significant literary and 
archaeological sources of ancient Sri Lankan history. It is important 
to set our faces against such unscientific misrepresentations of the 
past. 
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PLATE 1. ; ; : 
The skeletal remains of an Early Iron Age chief (Ko) from Anaikoddai, 


Jaffna District. 
This is the only known burial of an EIA chief anywhere in the SISL region. The 
name and the non-Brahmi symbols used by the chief are engraved on the signet 
ring buried with the skeleton. (Excavated in 1980 by a team from the University 


of Jaffna headed by the author.) 


Phota: December 1980. Courtesy: P. Ragupathy. 


PLATE 2, 


The Brahmi inscription and the non-Brahmi symbols on 


the seal belonging to an Earl i 
: ; y Iron Age chief. 
Anaikoddai. See Appendix VIII. : : ues 


Photo: February 2005, by K. Sanchayan. 


PLATE 3, 


ee Early Tron Age potsherd from Kantarodai, Jaffna 
istrict, with a Brahmi graffito. See Appendix VI. 


Photo: 1970, University of Pennsylvania Museum Project. Courtesy: 
Department of A rchaeology. 


Who came first? 


With regard to the attempts to establish which ethnic group was 
in Sri Lanka before the others, it would not be out of place to quote 
the view of one of the most renowned historians of ancient India, 
Romila Thapar, in respect of similar controversies in India into 
which she herself has often been dragged: 


One of the current debates relating to the beginnings of 
Indian history involves both archaeology and linguistics, and 
attempts to differentiate between indigenous and alien 
peoples. But history has shown that communities and their 
identities are neither permanent nor static. Their composition 
changes either with the arrival of new people in an area, and 
the possible new technologies that are introduced, or by 
historical changes of a more local but far-reaching kind...To 
categorize some people as indigenous and others as alien, to 
argue about the identity of the first inhabitants of the 
subcontinent, and to try and sort out these categories for the 
remote past, is to attempt the impossible. It is precisely in the 
intermixture of peoples and ideas that the genesis of cultures 
is to be found. Such arguments arise from the concerns of 
present-day privilege and power, rather than from the 
reading of history. *° 

% 

Indeed it is contemporary political motives rather than historical 
evidence that lie behind the arguments about the ethnicity of the first 
inhabitants of Sri Lanka. What has become a matter of concern for 
the future of historical scholarship is that some professional 
historians and archaeologists are unable to free themselves of such 
bias. 


Mahandma 


In this unfavourable climate of the ethnic conflict, as one would 
expect, history has been distorted and ancient historical sources have 
been unfairly used or condemned. One of the notable victims of this 
unfair treatment is Mahanama, the author of the Mahadvamsa, the 


15 


Pali chronicle that forms the main source for the ancient history of 
Sri Lanka. Many have been indulging in what Sudharshan 
Seneviratne has termed ‘Mahavamsa-bashing’. While, on the one 
hand, Sinhalacentrist writers have ‘used’ Mahanama to present their 
own misrepresentations of history, anti-Sinhalese extremists, on the 
other, have ‘abused’ Mahanama without even reading the 
Mahavamsa. In between, some others who have engaged in 
anthropological and archaeological as well as historical research are 
also guilty of unfairly judging the work of Mahanama.** 


The Mahavamsa should be given credit for what it is and not be 
criticised for failing to be what it ought to be.*> Mahanama was not 
writing history the way we in contemporary society want it. The 
Mahavamsa may be described as a chronicle of that famous Buddhist 
institution Mahavihara.** It tells us about its foundation and the 
rulers who patronized this institution. It chronicles some of the main 
events in the kingdom of these patrons, the domain they controlled 
from Anuradhapura. This domain was, in the period covered by the 
Mahavamsa, never the whole country now known as Sri Lanka. 
Whatever information we glean about other matters from the 
Mahavamsa is incidental — about other Buddhist and non-Buddhist 
institutions, other religions (like Jainism), and other kingdoms in the 
island.*” 


Using the Mahavamsa as their main source, most historians of Sri 
Lanka tend to consider this work as a chronicle of the whole island. 
That they do this is not the fault of Mahanama. The author is quite 
clear as to his purpose and audience. He wrote the chronicle for “the 
serene joy and emotion of the pious” (sujanappasadasamvegatthaya 
kate).’* He was not an official scribe recording the events of his 
monarch’s reign for the benefit of posterity. 


Mahanama has followed a chronicle style for his account of the 
reigns of all rulers, except one, after Devanampiya Tissa, the founder 
of the Mahavihara monastery, to Mahasena, in whose time the 
monastery was .destroyed. The exception is the reign of 
Dutthagamani Abhaya. The account of this reign is the one most 
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misinterpreted in the context of relations between Sinhalese and 
Tamils. This section of the Mahavaimsa deviates from the rest of the 
work in style and content. The manner in which it is introduced gives 
the impression that it is a later interpolation. It may well be that this 
section was not written by Mahanama.”’ Even if it were the work of 
the same author, there is no ground for accusing Mahanama for the 
anti-Tamil misrepresentations of the twentieth century for which the 
section on Dutthagamani has been used. It will be shown later in this 
work that Mahinama (or whoever was the author of the section on 
Dutthagamani), far from being the Sinhalese nationalist chronicler 
who presented Dutthagdmani as a great Sinhalese hero, has been : 
quite fair in his account of the conflict between two rulers, one of 
whom happened to be an adventurous Tamil prince and the other an 
ambitious Sinhalese prince. What was important for the author was 
that one was a great Buddhist whose benefactions, especially to the 
Mahavihara fraternity, made him worthy of being treated as an epic 
hero. However, he had great admiration for the just rule of the other, 
Elara, including this king’s patronage of Buddhism, and did not 
conceal his amazement that someone who was not a Buddhist could 
rule with such justice towards ‘friend and foe’ alike. He could only 
explain the miraculous powers attributed to E]ara in popular myths to 
the king ‘being free of the blemish of resorting to injustice.” These 
are not words from someone who intended to portray Elara as an 
enemy of the Sinhalese people. 


The account of the Duttagamani - Elara conflict in the 
Mahavamsa has formed the basis of twentieth century perceptions of 
the relations between the Sinhalese and the Tamils in ancient Sri 
Lanka. Interested persons have been reading into it the ideas of their 
time. Even reputed scholars seem to have been carried away by the 
nationalistic feelings of their time when they used the Mahavamsa 
account of the above conflict in writing the history of ancient Sri 
Lanka. Perhaps the best example for this is Paranavitana’s chapter 
entitled ‘The Triumph of Dutthagamani’ in the University of Ceylon 
History of Ceylon."' This detailed account of Dutthagamani’s battles 
follows closely the account of the Mahavamsa. The vivid narrative in 
the Mahavamsa reads like an eyewitness account.’* It is not possible 
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to assume that such eyewitness descriptions of the battles had been 
preserved from the time of Dutthagamani and that the author of the 
Mahavamsa, writing nearly six centuries later, made use of 
eyewitness accounts for his narration. Following the epic style of the 
Sanskrit kavya, the author of the Mahavamsa was only recreating the 
battles with his knowledge of contemporary warfare or epic wars.” It 
would be hard to accept the Mahavamsa description of the 
campaigns of Dutthagamani as historically reliable. 


Further, Paranavitana describes the battles waged by 
Dutthagamani as ‘a campaign of liberation’ aimed at ‘delivering the 
Sinhalese from foreign domination’. These are ideas that belong to a 
period closer to our time than to the early historic period in which 
Elara and Dutthagamani, like many other rulers in the island at that 
time, were waging battles for territorial power. The Mahz vamsa 
author, far from portraying the reign of Elara as a period of foreign 
domination from which the Sinhalese were waiting to be liberated, 
expresses in unequivocal terms that it was a time of just rule and that 
the king, though not a Buddhist himself, followed the tradition 
(caritamm anupalayam) of patronizing the Buddhist Sangha and 
considered himself as deserving the death penalty when he had 
accidentally damaged a Buddhist monument.“* Mahanama is not to 
be blamed for the interpretations given by Paranavitana and others. 
Dutthagamani’s time was a period when chieftains in the whole 
region, in Sri Lanka and south India, were engaged in bloody battles 
against one another in a bid for territorial expansion and extension of 
power. The conquest and rule of Anuradhapura by a chieftain from 
some part of south India was no more foreign than that of a chieftain 
from Rohana. 


It must not be forgotten that Mahanama presents both the victor 
and the vanquished as noble humans. Dutthagamani is portrayed as 
one who displayed great nobility in victory, not only through a deep 
feeling of remorse at the killing of many humans in battle but also 
through an act, unparalleled in Sri Lankan history, of honouring his 
enemy in death by building a cetiya (shrine) at the spot where he was 
cremated and ordaining worship.*° What is of even greater 
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significance for the defence of Mahanama is the fact that this pious 
author deviates for a moment from the narration of historical events 
to tell the reader something that was happening even in his own time 
(more than six centuries later) in regard to Dutthagamani’s 
injunction to his people to worship the EJara monument. ‘And even 
to this day the princes of Lanka, when they draw near to this place, 
are wont to silence their music because of this worship’ are the 


words with which Mahanama ends his account of the conflict - 


between Dutthagamani and Elara. Would the author of the 
Mahavamsa have gone out of his way to say this if he had considered 
Elara as an alien intruder whom the people were happy to see dead? 


The assumption forming the basis of Paranavitana’s statements is 
that the people of the kingdom ruled by the Anuradhapura kings and 
the inhabitants of Rohana and other southern chiefdoms were all 
Sinhalese and that any ruler other than a Sinhalese in control of 
Anuradhapura or other chiefdoms was a foreigner. As will be seen 
later, such an assumption is not supported by archaeological or 
epigraphical evidence. In the centuries before the Common Era, there 
were many ethnic groups in the island and one of them was the group 
known as the Damedas in inscriptions and Damilas in the Pali 
chronicles, identified without any controversy as the Tamils. It is 
possible that many of the ethnic groups were large enough to have 
their own chiefdoms. The leaders of these chiefdoms as well as 
others who were influential could have aspired for the kingship at 
Anuradhapura. Sena and Guttaka, the first Tamils mentioned in the 
Pali chronicles as having gained power at Anuradhapura, were from 
a merchant family and are not even described as invaders (although 
modern writers, unquestioningly assume that they were from outside 
Sri Lanka, presumably because they are referred to in the chronicles 
as Tamils and sons of a trader). 


The chiefdoms and kingdoms that arose in Sri Lanka and south 
India in the centuries before the Common Era were in a common 
region of cultural, social, economic and political interaction. It was a 
time when the more powerful chieftains and kings were attempting 
to gain power in neighbouring territories. Just as princes from 
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‘ 


Rohana aspired for control of Anuradhapura, those in the Cola 
capital aspired to defeat the rulers at the Pandya capital in south 
India. There were times when some of them crossed over to 
Anuradhapura with the same motive. Such dynastic conflicts are all 
too well known to ancient historians and are not to be interpreted as 
‘foreign invasions’. As for the ordinary people, they were not 
Supporters or opponents of one side or the other in these political 
games. If contemporary writers have attempted to read ideas and 
prejudices of their times in the ancient chronicles, the authors of the 
chronicles are not to be blamed for that. 


Recent Archaeological Discoveries 


In recent years, many notable developments have taken place in 
Sri Lankan archaeology and these have no doubt helped immensely 
in shaping the perspectives adopted in this work. The most 
significant work relating to the uncovering of the past in the last four 
decades has been undoubtedly in the area of archaeological 
excavations. The interest shown by scholars in some western 
particularly American, universities, together with the establishrient 
of departments of archaeology in the universities of Sri Lanka, and 
the expansion of the government Department of Avehaeeleay 
culminating in the UNESCO-Cultural Triangle Project in the Bneient 
cities, have contributed to this situation. The universities and the 
Department of Archaeology were fortunate in having a good team of 
skilled archaeologists whose work provided a silver lining to the 
dark clouds that hung over historical research on account of the 
ethnic conflict in the island. 


The result of this recent archaeological research has no doubt 
been the unravelling of new evidence relating to the prehistoric 
protohistoric and early historic periods. For the first time, eudence 

_ relating to the megalithic burials of the centuries before the Common 
Era was discovered in the Northern Province, particularly in the 
Jaffna peninsula, and for the first time data from the earliest levels of 
settlement was uncovered through excavations at Anuradhapura. 
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Among the major archacological projects that helped to extend the 
frontiers of our knowledge of Sri Lanka’s ancient past in the last four 
decades were the following: the University of Pennsylvania Project 
headed by Vimala Begley and including Bennet Bronson and K. A. 
R. Kennedy in 1970 under which excavations were conducted at 
Pomparippu (in which the present writer had the good fortune to 
participate for the full period of the excavations) and at Kantarodai; 
Siran Deraniyagala’s excavations at Anuradhapura from 1972 to 
1990; the UNESCO-Cultural Triangle Project beginning from 1981; 
P. Ragupathy’s archaeological work in the Jaffna District in 1980- 
81: the University of Chicago Project headed by John Carswell and - 
including Martha Prickett under which excavations were conducted 
at Mantai in 1980-84; the excavations in 1988-9lat Ibbankatuva 
conducted by a team from the Post-Graduate Institute of 
Archaeology of the University of Kelaniya, headed by Senake 
Bandaranayake; and the excavations at Salgaha Watta 
(Anuradhapura) carried out by the British Anuradhapura Project 
(Robin Coningham, F.R. Allchin et al) in 1990-91. Needless to say, 
all the discoveries and researches resulting from these projects have 
helped in the adoption of new perspectives in the writing of this 


work.*® 


Unfortunately in Sri Lanka, as in many other countries, 
archaeological interpretations have often been made in a political 
context. In some of the most important archaeological writings, one 
sees a ‘simplification of the archaeological material and a tendency 
to play into the hands of those who seek a narrow-minded 
interpretation’ .”” While the archaeological material shows a diversity 
in protohistoric cultures in the island (and in south India, too), there 
have been attempts to use this material to discover a homogeneous 
past. The following comment about the work of some archaeologists 
in India and Japan is applicable to the pursuits of certain scholars in 
Sri Lanka, too: 


In trying to get at the ‘Indian behind the artefact’ however, 
aracheologists are often lured into the trap of equating their 
archaeological classifications to groups of people. The device 
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most often employed is ethnicity, and the result is an 
unhealthy pre-occupation with the ethnic group...A large part 
of the archaeological endeavour becomes oriented towards the 
search for ethnic origins, a dubious pursuit that often has been 
— and continues to be — hi-jacked and manipulated for 
contemporary political expediency, not least in J apan.’® 


The comments of Norman Davies, in relation to the work of some 
archaeologists in Central Europe, also seem quite relevant here: 


Prussian archaeologists would prove beyond question that the 
prehistoric monuments of Prussia’s eastern borderlands were 
indisputably Germanic. A few decades later Polish 
archaeologists working with identical material established that 
the selfsame monuments were indisputably, and ad origine, 
Slavonic. Neither side paused to ask whether those 
monuments were not, at least in part, Celtic,”? 


Viewing the conflicting claims of Sri Lankan archaeologists, an 
archaeologist from outside, Robin Coningham, was prompted to 
make the following comment recently: 


Claims and counter-claims of an Indo-Aryan or proto- 
Dravidian linguistic foundation for the island (Deraniyagala 
1992: 747; Ragupathy 1987: 202) ignore the fact that 


linguistic changes can occur without recourse to population 
changes.”? 


Epigraphical Discoveries 


In the absence of a systematic epigraphical survey, inscriptions 
outside the ancient cities have generally been chance discoveries. 
This is particularly true of Tamil inscriptions. However, some 
exploration work undertaken by the present writer in the 1960s and 
1970s in the northern and eastern parts of Sri Lanka helped to bring 
to light significant Tamil inscriptions of the eleventh and twelfth 
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centuries. For the first time, Tamil inscriptions of the Colas were 
discovered in the Northern Province in this period. Among the new 
Tamil inscriptions discovered in the Eastern Province was one that 
provided information about the political arrangements made by the 
Colas to rule the conquered territories of the island in the eleventh 
century. In the Northern Province, a Brahmi potsherd inscription and 
an interesting Brahmi inscription on a steatite seal were discovered, 
making them the earliest written records found so far in the Jaffna 
peninsula.”' In the 1980s and 1990s, more inscriptions relevant to 
this work have come to light in the area of the UNESCO-Cultural 
Triangle Project and elsewhere. i 


Epigraphical researches in the last three decades have also 
resulted in some important re-interpretations of the evidence of early 
Brahmi inscriptions in Sri Lanka. The views of W. Saddhamangala 
Karunaratne on the similarities between the Tamil-Brahmi script of 
south India and the early Brahmi script of Sri Lanka and those of 
Sudharshan Seneviratne with regard to the interpretation of certain 
terms in the Sri Lankan Brahmi inscriptions in the light of evidence 
from Tamil sources have been very relevant to the present study.” 
The contributions of Iravatham Mahadevan, one of the leading. 
Indian epigraphists of our time and indisputably the foremost 
authority on Tamil-Brahmi inscriptions, have also helped to use the 
evidence of the earliest epigraphs in south India and to understand 
the flow of influences not only from south India to Sri Lanka but also 
in the opposite direction.” 


An interesting aspect of the epigraphical research in recent years 
is the attention focused on graffiti found on potsherds. In recent 
decades, a large number of interesting inscribed potsherds with 
Brahmi letters and non-Brahmi symbols have been discovered at 
archaeological sites in south India and Sri Lanka. Some have been 
found even in distant Middle Eastern ports frequented by traders 
from this region. Much attention has been focused on these finds. 
These hitherto less utilized sources provide interesting evidence of 
cultural and economic interaction between south India and Sri Lanka 
and the long distance trade relations of this region with the Graeco- 
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Roman world. Recently K. Rajan and Osmund Bopearachehi made 
the first serious attempt to compare the graffiti marks found on 
pottery from a site in Tamil Nadu with those from a site in Sri Lanka 
revealing remarkable similarities.°* Scholars studying the pottery 
graffiti from various sites in Tamil Nadu have claimed in recent 
years that some of the graffiti reveal unmistakable evidence of the 
script and language of the Sri Lankan Brahmi inscriptions.*> In the 
northern part of Sri Lanka, P. Pushparatnam has brought to light a 
number of potsherds with Brahmi writing, including some read as 
Tamil-Brahmi inscriptions.*° Perhaps the most exciting discovery of 
potsherds with Brahmi writing comes from Anuradhapura where 
Siran Deraniyagala, F. R. Allchin and Robin Coningham have 
unearthed potsherds with Brahmi writing going back to a period 
before the Asokan records.*” 


’ Recent Advances in Other Fields 
Classical Studies 


Recent researches into the material relating to Sri Lanka in the 
ancient Greek and Latin writings have also thrown fresh light on the 
ancient history of the country. In this respect, the publications of D. 
P. M. Weerakkody, an erudite and discerning Sri Lankan scholar of 
Western Classics, deserve very special mention.°’ Another Sri 
Lankan scholar, Osmund Bopearachchi, has also made valuable 
contributions in this field in recent years.” 


Numismatics 


Notable evidence relating to the present study has also come from 
numismatic sources. Again, Osmund Bopearachchi (together with 
Rajah Wickremasinghe) has brought to light Graeco-Roman as well 
as Indian and Sri Lankan coins of the early historic period of the 
island. These are of great significance to the study of Sri Lanka’s 
ancient history. Among these are coins with early Brahmi legends in 
Tamil, the like of which had not been discovered earlier, Ancient 
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coins bearing relevance to the present study have also been found by 
P. Pushparatnam in the Northern Province.®! 


Historical Linguistics 


The enormous interest in anthropological and sociological 
researches in Asian societies evinced by European and American 
universities in the last four decades has led to important studies on 
Sri Lanka by American, European and Sri Lankan scholars. These 
studies have helped to provide new perspectives for historical 
research. While there has been a similar surge in linguistic studies, 
very little in the field of historical linguistics and comparative 
philology has been accomplished. These latter are areas of great 
relevance to the study of the island’s past, especially for the 
identification of the elements that played an important part in the 
evolution of the Sinhala language and people. In recent decades a 
few linguists have made some notable investigations in this 
direction. The work of M. H. Peter Silva, James Gair, M. W. 
Sugathapala de Silva and W. S. Karunatilleke are noteworthy. Like. 
M. H. Peter Silva (who was able to take W. F. Gunawardhana’s 
pioneering work of the 1920s much further with better scientific 
training in the 1960s), and C. E. Godakumbure before him, M. W. S. 
de Silva and James Gair, in the course of their valuable contributions 
to Sri Lankan linguistics in the last quarter of the twentieth century, 
have pointed out Dravidian elements in ancient Sinhala and, what is 
more important, recognized that a language or languages that did not 
belong to either the Indo-Aryan sub-family or the Dravidian family 
existed in the island before Tamil and Sinhala came to be spoken 
there.” Regrettably very little scientific investigation has been 
undertaken in regard to the languages spoken in the island before the 
spread of Prakrit and Dravidian languages. No doubt the lack of 
evidence relating to the prehistoric languages has been a serious 
handicap to such research. But advances in historical linguistics may 
help to identify those elements in Sinhala and Tamil that go back to 
the prehistoric languages. 
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That there were prehistoric languages unrelated to the Indo-Aryan 
or Dravidian families is undeniable and yet this is conveniently 
ignored in the discussion of the language of the earliest inscriptional 


records of Sri Lanka. Many obscure words in these epigraphs are 


traced strenuously to Indo-Aryan roots or, increasingly in some 
recent studies, to Dravidian without much effort. The possibility that 
some at least of these words may derive from the languages of the 
Mesolithic people is not even considered. Not only to the evolution 
of Sinhala but also to the development of Tamil, these early 
languages would no doubt have made some contributions. As Gair 
has rightly pointed out, ‘it is often overlooked in this regard that 
there was clearly some other, apparently non-Dravidian, language (or 
languages) spoken on the island before the advent of Sinhala. ’ In his 
view, the role of the earlier language or languages ‘may well have 
been more than is generally recognized’. M. W. S. de Silva has 
also drawn attention to ‘a high-frequency segment of the Sinhalese 
vocabulary, especially words for parts of the body and the like: e. g. 
oluva ‘head’, bella ‘neck’, kakula ‘leg’, kalava ‘thigh’, etc., which 
are neither Sanskritic nor Tamil in origin’. For the moment the 
historian has to await the researches of historical linguists to know 
something about these contributions by prehistoric languages. 


Archaeology of the Living Body 


We are living in exciting times. There are amazing developments 
in practically every field of study. Archaeology is one of those 
sciences in the forefront in this respect. The thrilling advances in 
genetics have already begun to help the archaeologist with DNA 
evidence in identifying origins and distribution of human 
populations. Already in some countries, the evidence of mtDNA 
variation and Y-chromosome, for instance, is being used in the 
investigation of language replacement that took place several 
centuries ago. Before long, it may be possible to apply these 
scientific methods to find answers to some of the questions relating 
to the origin and evolution of the ethnic communities in Sri Lanka. 
Already some studies have been undertaken in this direction.© 
However, these are not included in this work. Genetic evidence is a 
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growth area of archacological research and there is much work to be 
done in this field before meaningful use could be made of such 
evidence. 


Concepts 


An island close to a subcontinent: 
a unique development 


Sri Lanka’s physical feature as an island and its distance from the 
Indian subcontinent are undoubtedly two of the geographical factors 
that have had a great influence in shaping the island’s history. 
Islands that are close to extensive landmasses or subcontinents, if 
they are at a distance that helps to maintain contacts with the 
mainland but are not close enough to be overwhelmed by influences 
or populations from that mainland, are continuously at the receiving 
end of settlers and influences from that mainland as well as from 
other directions but evolve a distinct identity which they tend to _ 
guard jealously. The process of assimilation of settlers and cultures 
goes on throughout history. Where more than one ethnic or cultural 
identity has emerged, assimilation into the major identity continues, 
even if there are conflicts between that and other identities. This is 
seen in the history of major island countries like Britain, Japan and 
Sri Lanka. 


The difference that distance from a mainland makes to the history 
of an island or group of islands. can be seen in the contrast between 
Sri Lanka’s history and the history of the Maldive Islands. The latter 


~ country has been at the receiving end of major influences from south 


India, particularly Kerala, and Sri Lanka. The Maldives has also 
received significant influences, especially religious, from West Asia. 
But its distance from the Indian subcontinent has allowed it 
sufficient freedom to develop its own language (from a dialect of 
Sinhala) and a homogenous culture. If Sri Lanka were located at that 
distance from India, its history may have been comparable to that of 


’ the Maldives. 
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Sea as a unifier: the area of SISL as one cultural 


region 


One of the basic concepts adopted in this study is that of the sea 
separating Sri Lanka and south India as a unifier and the lands on 
either side of it as parts of a single cultural region. In the core of this 
region would be Sri Lanka, Kerala and Tamil Nadu. At the periphery 
would be the southern parts of Karnataka and Andhra Pradesh. The 
Maldives would also be within this region but at the periphery. For 
the sake of convenience, this region is referred to here as the South 
India-Sri Lanka (SISL) region (Map 1). It will be shown that 
migrations and cultural influences were flowing across the narrow 
sea in both directions from prehistoric times. Until the emergence of 
major polities embracing large parts of this region, it is not proper to 
speak of the movement of people or flow of influences or political 
incursions from one part to another as foreign. These were 
interactions within the region. As Sudharshan Seneviratne has 


emphasized, the island’s ‘close proximity to the southern fringe of 


the subcontinent made for the incorporation of Sri Lanka into the 
cultural vortex of the neighbouring landmass.’ The acceptance of 
this geographical reality will help to view the events of the 
prehistoric and protohistoric period in this region with a different 
perspective — a perspective that does not treat south India as foreign 
in relation to Sri Lanka. 


Language replacement: Renfrew’s theory of Elite 


Dominance 


An important concept used in this study relates to language 
replacement in the Early Iron Age (EIA). Clearly the prehistoric 
languages spoken by the Mesolithic people in Sri Lanka were 
replaced, no doubt gradually, in the protohistoric period. For a long 
time historians of Sri Lanka have assumed that there was a total 
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change of population at the beginning of the protohistoric period as a 
result of a significant migration. Recent developments in 
archacology go against such an assumption. As the archaeologist 
Colin Renfrew has pointed out, ‘one of the most striking shifts in 
archaeological thought in the past few years has been the realization 
that there have been far fewer wholesale migrations of people than 
had once been thought.’ Earlier, language change was often 
attributed to population change. Archaeologists now accept that 
language change can occur without population change. In his 
seminal work, Archaeology and Language, Renfrew presents his 
challenging models of language change. One of them is the now 
well-known model of elite dominance.” Renfrew describes this 
model as follows: — 


It assumes...the arrival from outside the territory of a 
relatively small group of highly-organized people, speaking a 
dfferent language, who because of their military effectiveness 
are able to dominate the existing population, and bring it into 
effective subjection. The two languages will then exist side- 
by-side for some time, with many of the population, probably 
both the indigenous and the immigrant, becoming bilingual. In 
some circumstances the newcomers will be assimilated and 
their foreign language forgotten. In others it is the language of 
the newcomers which prevails, while that of the original 
population, although they were the more numerous, dies out. 
That is a case of language replacement.”” 


Other scholars have argued that there is also the possibility of 
language replacement occurring as a result of prolonged trade 
contact. The archaeologist Coningham has pointed out this 
possibility and drawn attention to the argument of the linguist 
Sherratt that ‘trade networks involving directional exchange’ could 
have led to slow language replacement.’’ While admitting that ‘it is 
still unclear which process, or combination of processes, were the 
cause of Sri Lankan language replacement’, Coningham has argued 
that all of Renfrew’s models for linguistic change ‘may have 
performed a function in the process of language replacement.’ 
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The concept of clite dominance resulting from long-distance trade 
contacts is adopted here to explain the gradual language replacement 
that took place in Sri Lanka in the protohistoric period. Long- 
distance trade with western and eastern India brought Prakrit- 
speakers while trade interests as well as other factors led to the 
dominance of Tamil-speakers in certain parts of the island. One 
cannot agree more with Coningham’s comment that ‘there is no 
reason to suppose that the processes at work in one part of the island 
were the same as in other parts.’” 


Evolution of major identities: a local development 


The Sinhalese are an ethnic identity that evolved in Sri Lanka’ 


through the assimilation of various segmentary/ tribal and ethnic 
communities that occupied the island at the beginning of the EIA, 
about five or six centuries before the Common Era. Long distance 
trade brought traders who spoke Prakrit, the lingua franca of the 
South Asian region at that time. Shortly before the third century 
BCE, it is possible that Buddhist and Jaina monks, too, arrived in the 
island in the wake of trade. This would have strengthened the 


position of Prakrit as the language of the elite. Later, the adoption of : 


Buddhism by the ruler at Anuradhapura and the people under his 
rule, the organization of a strong Buddhist church and the use of 
Prakrit as the written language of the elites helped to forge different 
communities together and to evolve a common language with 
elements from the local languages. The diversity of cultures in the 
island created the need for the use of Prakrit as the unifying 
language. As can be learned from the history of many other 
countries, such as Britain, language in this early period cannot be 
equated with ethnic group. Those who argue in favour of ‘Indo- 
Aryans’ settling in Sri Lanka assume that the Prakrit-speakers who 
came to the island were the people who introduced the Indo-Aryan 
languages to north India. It is often forgotten that in the subcontinent, 
too, Indo-Aryan languages spread through a process of language 
replacement among myriad cultural groups that were already settled 
there.” 
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The Tamils of Sri Lanka evolved as a second ethnic group. Their 
evolution was parallel to that of the Sinhalese. The earliest 
inscriptions and the early Pali chronicles attest to the presence of the 
Tamils (Damedas/Damilas) in the EIA. The spread of cultural 
influences from the Tamil-speaking region of south India, possibly 
including the spread of the Tamil language, in the same period, is 
evidenced by archaeology. It would appear that Tamil-speaking 
traders formed the elite in northern Sri Lanka and their dominance 
began the process of replacing the local language or languages by 
Tamil. The proximity of northern Sri Lanka to Tamil Nadu and the 
frequent rise of dominant political entities there reinforced the local 
Tamil-speaking population in considerable numbers, thus working 
against the total assimilation of the Tamils into the majority 
Sinhalese group. The Tamils who lived in the southern parts of the 
island were assimilated into the Sinhalese population. This is a 
process that has continued until modern times. In the northwest, 
north and east, however, various ethnic groups, including the 
Telugus, Keralas, Kannadas, Sinhalese and, later, even some Malay 
(Javaka) elements, came under the dominant influence of Tamil- 
speakers and contributed to the evolution of a distinct Tamil 
community there. 


Continuity of population: dates back to _ the 
Mesolithic period 


While the spread of the Prakrit and Tamil languages as well as the 
introduction of Buddhist and Hindu religions have been instrumental 
in bringing about major cultural changes, it cannot be denied that 
there has always been a basic continuity of population. While there is 
much to be done in this area of biological continuum, the few 
scholars who have already carried out some investigations in this 
field have reported the existence of a basic continuity of 
population.” The archaeological and anthropological evidence that 
points to the substantial genetic continuity from prehistoric times 
would mean that the prehistoric people of Sri Lanka are the common 
ancestors of the modern-day Sri Lankans. In that sense, the origins of 
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the two major ethnic groups go very much deeper than the time when 
Prakrit and Tamil influences began. bet 


A wider context: South Asia and Southeast Asia 


The developments in ancient Sri Lanka have to be viewed in the 
wider context of South Asian and Southeast Asian history. For a long 
time, scholars have been writing about the events and developments 
in the protohistoric and early historic periods in Sri Lanka without 
reference to parallel developments in neighbouring south India or 
Southeast Asia. Such an insular approach had affected the 
interpretations given and inhibited a proper understanding of the 
developments. Fortunately, this trend has begun to change in recent 
years. In this respect, the researches of Sudharshan Seneviratne, in 
particular, and Leslie Gunawardana have thrown new light on the 
early history of the island. These two scholars have viewed the 
developments in Sri Lanka in the larger background of South Asia 
with special focus on south India. They both have used Sinhala and 
Pali sources together with Tamil sources and combined 
archaeological field work in south India and Sri Lanka in a manner 
not previously attempted by other historians of the island. 
Consequently they have succeeded in bringing new perspectives to 
the study of Sri Lankan history. 


As much as the South Asian background is important for a better 
understanding of developments in Sri Lanka, the Southeast Asian 
context is of significance especially in the prehistoric and 
protohistoric periods. The movement of people in prehistoric times 
and the development of long distance trade dominated by Prakrit- 
speakers from western and eastern India, linking South Asia and 
Southeast Asia, did not bypass Sri Lanka. When one considers the 
westward movement of Austroasiatic-speakers and Austronesian- 
speakers from Southeast Asia in prehistoric times, one is inclined to 
think that these migrations had also touched Sri Lanka. 
Austronesian-speakers had crossed the Indian Ocean and gone as far 
as Madagascar. ‘That some element of these’, as Senake 
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Bandaranayake says, ‘must have reached the shores of Sri Lanka is 
very likely’.”° After all, it is now recognized that Southeast Asia 
‘served, over a timespan of at least 40,000 years, as the ultimate 
source-region for the populations of Australia and the Pacific 
Islands: populations as diverse and as anthropologically significant 
today as the Aboriginal Australians, the Melanesians, the 
Micronesians and the Polynesians’.’’ Siran Deraniyagala and W. G. 
Solheim looked for evidence relating to prehistoric Austronesians 
along the east coast of Sri Lanka but faced negative results.”* The 
evidence on this score is still elusive. But the possibility of 
Austroasiatic (Munda) speakers having entered Sri Lanka appears to 
be on firmer ground. That they had entered northwestern and eastern 
India from mainland Southeast Asia is now well established. They 
scem to have penetrated as far south as Tamil Nadu. Scholars have 
claimed that the Munda languages had made a significant 
contribution to the development of Tamil.”” Siran Deraniyagala is 
inclined to accept the possibility of the language of the ancient 
Veddahs of Sri Lanka belonging to the Munda subfamily.®° 


Main conclusions 


The main conclusions resulting from this study may be 
summarised as follows: 
* 

1. The southernmost parts of India, comprising mainly the 
modern Indian states of Kerala and Tamil Nadu and the 
southern parts of Karnataka and Andhra Pradesh, together 
with Sri Lanka formed a single cultural region (referred to in 
this study as the SISL region), with the Palk Strait/Gulf of 
Mannar as a unifier, in the prehistoric and protohistoric 
periods. Even after the emergence of states, there was always 
a two-way flow of influences, particularly in art, religion and 
technology, between south India and Sri Lanka. The 
admirable achievements in hydraulic engineering especially 
were the result of the transfer of technology between the two 
areas. 
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The two cthnic communities, Sinhalese and Sri Lankan | 


Tamil, are ultimately descended from the Mesolithic people 
who occupied almost all parts of the island in prehistoric 
times. 

There was no large-scale migration of either Prakrit-speakers 
or Tamil-speakers in the protohistoric period and there was 
no displacement of the Mesolithic people by newcomers. 
Trade was the most important single factor responsible for 
the arrival of Prakrit-speakers from western and eastern 
India. 

Prakrit-speaking traders came not only to Sri Lanka but also 
to south India (the SISL region) early in the first millennium 
BCE. By the end of that millennium, their trade had 
extended into Southeast Asia. 

The rise of urban centres, and chiefdoms around them, at the 
ports on either side of the Palk Strait/Gulf of Mannar 
(particularly Tambapanni and Matirai) was the result of the 
long-distance trade stimulated by Prakrit-speaking traders. In 
the early centuries CE, a similar impact was felt in the ports 
of mainland Southeast Asia, leading to the rise of new 
chiefdoms whose rulers embraced elements of Sanskrit 
culture in much the same way as the lineages in the south 
Indian (Matirai) and Sri Lankan (Tambapanni) chiefdoms 
did. 

The Mesolithic people spoke different languages, all of 
which were replaced as a consequence of elite dominance, in 
the EIA and Early Historic Period (EHP), by a Prakrit 
language in most parts of the island, especially in the south 
and the centre, and by Tamil in the northwest, north and 
northeast. Prakrit, as the /ingua franca of South Asian trade, 
had an edge over Tamil from the very beginning. There were 
advantages in adopting this as an elite language and as a 
language of communication among different linguistic 
groups. 

The evolution of the two identities as Sinhalese and Tamil, 
assimilating many small social and cultural groups, reached 
completion by 1200, although further assimilation, 


development and changes would continue in the later 
centuries. From about this time, there is a marked geographic 
division between the two identities. 
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CHAPTER 


PEOPLING OF 
THE REGION 


The Common Gene Pool 


“The higher culture, including the languages, brought to these 
regions by the Sinhalese as well as the Tamils, was adopted in 
varying degrees by the people of a Stone Age culture who were there 
before their arrival. Thus, the vast majority of the people who today 
speak Sinhalese or Tamil must ultimately be descended from those 
autochthonous people of whom we know next to nothing.” 
S.Paranavitana, 1959, UCHC, I, 1: 96-97. 


“It needs to be borne in mind, however, that there would have 
been unimpeded gene-flow between southernmost India and Sri 
Lanka (in both directions) from the Palaeolithic onwards, and that 
future research will probably reveal a whole range “of genetic 
clusters in the prehistoric populations of this region...” Siran 
Deraniyagala 1996: 3. 


The Prehistoric Period 
The Indian subcontinent 


The story of humans in the landmass that we now call the Indian 
subcontinent goes back to possibly more than one million years. For 
the greater part of this period, more than 99% of that time, the 
country that we now call Sri Lanka formed part of that land mass.! It 
will not be proper to discuss the peopling of this part of the land 
mass with the geographical perspectives of our times, namely that of 
Sri Lanka as a separate country. It was about 7000 years BP that the 
last separation between India and Sri Lanka appears to have 
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occurred.” ‘The island’, as K.A.R. Kennedy has described, ‘is 
essentially a detached portion of the South Indian Deccan.”* 


Although human activity on the subcontinent began nearly a 
million years ago, the spread of humans across this vast area was 
slow; and, for several hundred thousand years, these early humans 
were in the Old Stone Age. Archaeologists are not agreed on 
absolute dates. As in other parts of the world, there were different 
phases of development, from the Palaeolithic, through the Mesolithic 
to the Neolithic and Chalcolithic. After a very long period of 
evolution, there emerged in the Indus Valley the well-known 
civilization usually referred to as the Harappa Culture. 


The beginning of the Harappan civilization is dated to about 2600 
BCE.‘ As the most extensive of the ancient civilizations, this covered 
almost the whole of the Indus plain and extended down to western 
India as far as Kathiawar. By the time of this civilization, the people 
who were to form the basic elements of the future population of the 
subcontinent had spread to various parts of the region. There is no 
evidence so far to suggest that cultural influences spread to the SISL 
region from the area of the Harappan civilization before its 
disappearance. It is the activities of the people of the Palaeolithic and 
later periods in the areas lying to the east of the region of the 
Harappan Culture that had an impact on the SISL region. 


Palaeolithic Period 


Archaeologists have discovered evidence relating to hunter- 
gatherers of the Palaeolithic period in various parts of the 
subcontinent outside the area of the Harappan civilization. Indeed, 
the whole subcontinent is rich in artefacts belonging to the Stone 
Age. Palaeolithic culture in South Asia was similar to that of many 
other parts of the world. A simple summary of the evidence relating 
to the Palaeolithic period as given by F.R. Allchin and Bridget 
Allchin, two leading archaeologists who have studied the prehistory 
of South Asia almost throughout the second half of the twentieth 
century, is as follows: _ 
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...the Palacolithic industries of the Pleistocene can be divided 
into three major groups, on the basis of the shape, size and 
methods of manufacture of the principal artefact types. The 
Lower Palaeolithic is characterized by hand axes, cleavers, 

_ chopping tools, and related artefact forms. Middle Palaeolithic 
industries are characterized by smaller, lighter tools based 
upon flakes struck from cores, which in some cases are 
carefully shaped and prepared in advance; the Upper 
Palaeolithic by yet lighter artefacts, and parallel-sided blades 
and burins.° 


Not much can be learned about these early humans other than 
about their obvious activities of hunting and gathering. The 
techniques employed by them to make their stone tools were 
basically very similar to those found in West Asia, Europe and 
Africa. The majority of the Lower Palaeolithic artefacts were made 
-of quartzite. Some developments began to occur in the Middle 
Palaeolithic period which was ‘a time of regional and local diversity 
both in terms of stone technology and artefact types’. In the Upper 
Palaeolithic period, the stone industries ‘represent a marked and 
fairly consistent change in methods of making stone tools’.® 


Mesolithic Period 


The Palaeolithic industries lasted for a very long time and about 
ten thousand years ago we see the beginning of new stone industries. 
This is generally referred to as the Mesolithic. This and other stone 
industries of the Holocene period represent a further development of 
the Palaeolithic industries, particularly microliths. By this time, there 
were settled communities in some parts of the subcontinent and it 
appears that Mesolithic communities of hunters, fishers, gatherers 
and pastoralists co-existed with settled communities up to the 
beginning of the Iron Age (about 1000 BCE) and in some places 
even later.’ 


In most parts of the subcontinent, except the far south, the 
Mesolithic Phase was succeeded by the Neolithic. In this phase, 
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agriculture and domestication of animals assumed greater importance 
and revolutionised the life of the prehistoric people, leading to more 
settled living patterns. Important Neolithic sites have been found in 
the Swat Valley, the Kashmir Valley, the Belan Valley of Uttar 
Pradesh and in the Godavari and Krishna Valleys of peninsular India. 
A few Neolithic sites have come to light in northern Tamil Nadu. 


The ethnic composition of the people who were in various parts 
of the subcontinent in the prehistoric period was not identical. 
Ethnologists believe that several groups moved into the subcontinent 
at different times. The earliest of these seems to be the Negrito type. 
The next important group was the Proto-Australoid, followed by the 
Mediterranean. In the north and northeast, the Mongoloid type was 
very prominent. A few decades ago, it was believed that ‘the Proto- 
Australoid were the basic element in the Indian population’ and that 
the languages they spoke belonged to the Austroasiatic family.® This 
view may now need revision. 


Southeast Asia 


The Southeast Asian background is as important as the South 
Asian background for a proper understanding of human settlement 
and flow of influences in the prehistoric period in SISL. In fact, the 
prehistory of Southeast Asia is considered to be of importance for the 
world for several reasons. According to prehistorians, the 
‘population of Southeast Asia around 40,000 years ago may have 
been predominantly Australo-Melanesian’.” The Negrito people who 
today occupy only the Andaman Islands and some parts of Malaysia, 
Thailand and the Philippines, ‘seem to represent the modern 
members of an Australo-Melanesian population which may once 
have occupied much of the region’ of Southeast Asia.'® Since the 
Negritos were present in the Indian subcontinent in prehistoric times, 
their presence in Southeast Asia is of significance. Some of the 
Australo-Melanesians of Southeast Asia moved away to settle in 
Australia and New Guinea about 40,000 years ago. These 
movements are considered as ‘the earliest known human sea 
crossings anywhere in the world’. In Peter Bellwood’s words, 
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‘Southeast Asia also provided the source-region and early 
environmental backdrop for the most extensive diaspora of a single 
ethnolinguistic group in the history of mankind — that of the speakers 
of the Austronesian languages, who by the early centuries CE had 
spread more than halfway around the world to Madagascar and 
Easter Island.’'’ Prehistoric movements from mainland Southeast 
Asia are also important for an understanding of the spread of the 
Austroasiatic languages, particularly Munda, in South Asia. It is now 
widely accepted that these languages had spread to eastern India and 
beyond before the spread of Indo-Aryan languages. 


The population movements and developments in Southeast Asia 
in prehistoric times are also significant for South Asian prehistory 
for an understanding of some economic aspects, especially the 
spread of certain important plant foods. Bellwood believes that the 
northem part of Southeast Asia may ‘hold the key to the 
domestication of rice’, one of the most important plant foods in early 
south India and Sri Lanka. Southeast Asia may have also been the 
area where many other major plant species, including bananas, 
sugarcane and certain yams were domesticated.'* In all probability, 
the coconut was introduced to SISL from Southeast Asia in the 
prehistoric period. 


South India 


It is in the background of the prehistory of south India that the 
movement of humans into Sri Lanka can be understood. In the 


Palaeolithic period, Sri Lanka was connected to the Indian mainland 


by land. ‘Land connections with the mainland,’ as Siran 
Deraniyagala has asserted, ‘would of course have been of prime 
importance for prehistoric human settlement of the island prior to the 
advent of seafaring’.’? Even after the final separation of the island 
around 5000 BCE, there were ‘intermittent land bridges which 
permitted the movements of fauna from the Indian mainland into Sri 
Lanka.’" 
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The discovery of several Palaeolithic sites confirms the presence 
of humans in the southern part of the subcontinent for many 
millennia. Evidence of Palaeolithic industries has been found in all 
the states of south India. Practically all the districts in Andhra 
Pradesh have yielded Palaeolithic tools. In Karnataka, too, evidences 
of Lower, Middle and Upper Palaeolithic industries have been 
brought to light. In Tamil Nadu, however, Palaeolithic remains are 
neither abundant nor widespread. One of the main Palaeolithic sites 
in this state is Attirampakkam. In recent years, more evidence of 
Palaeolithic industries has been uncovered. However, it cannot be 
claimed that the prehistory of this area has been satisfactorily 
researched so as to arrive at definite conclusions. A number of young 
archaeologists are now working in this field and it may not be long 
before we find out more about prehistoric south India. In the present 
state of our knowledge, it is possible to say that the northern parts of 
peninsular India have yielded evidence of Palacolithic, Mesolithic 
and Neolithic phases. However, the southern part of peninsular India, 
particularly southeastern Tamil Nadu and Sri Lanka have not as yet 
yielded artefacts comparable with those from the northern parts of 
the subcontinent. As V. Selvakumar, one of the younger archaeo- 
logists working on the prehistory of Tamil Nadu, has concluded, ‘at 
this stage of research nothing can definitely be said about the 
presence of the pre-Mesolithic industries in Tamil Nadu until more 


clear-cut stratigraphical and topographical evidences are available’.’* 


Nonetheless, it must be added that some south Indian 
archaeologists have claimed that there is clear evidence of 
Palaeolithic industries in some parts of Tamil Nadu. Though 
Selvakumar is of the view that there is no clear evidence for the 
Lower Palaeolithic phase, Rajan has reported the discovery of a site 
belonging to this phase in the Dharmapuri District, while Raman has 
claimed that artefacts showing characteristics of the Middle 
Palaeolithic phase were found in T.Pudupatti and Sivarakottai.'® In 
Kerala, too, the occurrence of prehistoric cultural evidences has been 
reported in various locations. On this basis it is claimed that the 
Kerala region was inhabited since the Lower Palaeolithic period 
(more than 300,000 years ago, in the Indian context).!7 
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The discovery of Neolithic sites in some parts of Tamil Nadu has 
also been reported.'* However, in the extreme south as well as in Sri 
Lanka the cultural phases described as Neolithic and Chalcolithic do 
not seem to occur. Instead, the Mesolithic phase appears to have 
lasted till the beginning of the Iron Age. Mesolithic sites are fairly 
widespread in south India, including Kerala, where there is clear 
evidence of the Mesolithic culture in such sites as Tenmalai (situated 
on a spur in the Western Ghats). Those in Tamil Nadu have received 
attention in recent decades and at least two areas have been studied 
in detail. 


One of these is the Pamban coast in the Tirunelveli District 
(opposite the northwestern coast of Sri Lanka) where a large number 
of Mesolithic sites, known as the Jeri sites, have been studied since 
the last quarter of the nineteenth century. F.E. Zeuner and B. Allchin, 
who carried out extensive studies at these sites nearly fifty years ago, 
have dated the Mesolithic occupation here to 4000 BCE.'? 
Investigating these sites nearly three decades later, R.A.M. Gardner 
was inclined to assign them to an earlier period.”” An interesting 
feature of the microliths from the Teri sites is worth noting here, as it 
also applies to microliths found in Sri Lanka. D.P. Agrawal has 
drawn attention to this feature: 


The teri microliths are made both from chert and quartz; the 
former is more dominant. Discoids, crescents and points are 
the main tool types. The pressure flaking used on some 
almond shaped points and other tools has no parallels in India 
but only in Ceylon. In Ceylon, Beli-lena Athula, a Mesolithic 
site, has been dated to c. 6000 BC... and may indicate a 
similar age for the teri sites." 


Siran Deraniyagala has given an earlier date to this site.” 
The second area lies to the north of the Teri sites, in the Gundar 


Basin. The Mesolithic sites here have been studied by Selvakumar 
less than a decade ago. These sites have been tentatively dated by 
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him to a period more than 5000 years ago (Early- to Mid-Holocene) 
which is comparable to the date given by Gardner for the Teri sites.? 
Though crescents and points as well as blades, triangles, choppers 
and scrapers have been found in the Gundar Basin sites, there is no 
clear evidence for the use of the pressure-flaking technique. 


Several other Microlithic sites have been identified north of the 
Teri sites in southern Tamil Nadu, mainly in the area between the 
Vaippar River and the Kaveri. No systematic study has been carried 
out in the sites of this area. They seem to share certain characteristics 
of some of the Jeri sites. Evidence of pressure-flaking has also been - 
reported.”* The Mesolithic, according to Selvakumar, ‘is the earliest, 
well represented cultural phase’ in southern Tamil Nadu.”° In the 
present state of our knowledge, this may be a safe conclusion, but 
one cannot ignore the scattered evidence, however small, of a 
Palaeolithic culture in southern Tamil Nadu and Sri Lanka, which 
was connected by land to the former in the period to which that 
culture belongs. 


Movement to Sri Lanka 


The pre-separation phase 


For several thousand years, humans had been walking over to the 
southernmost tip of the subcontinent that later became the island of 
Sri Lanka. It would be very misleading to say that ‘the first settlers 
from India had reached Sri Lanka at least as early as one million 
years ago’, when in fact geographically there were no two separate 
regions that could be described as India and Sri Lanka.”° This would 
amount to projecting modern perspectives into prehistoric times. 
Whoever they were, these early humans no doubt first spread to 
areas that now form the State of Tamil Nadu, among other areas in 
southeast India, before they spread to the area now forming Sri 
Lanka. They should, therefore, be counted among the ancestors of 
the modern-day people of the states of south India as well as of Sri 
Lanka. 
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Until the emergence of political entities that could fit the 
description of states in this region, it would be unwise to talk of 
separate countries. In this region of south India and Sri Lanka, it 
would appear that humans were roaming about for many millennia 
before the present island of Sri Lanka separated from the mainland. 
Even after that, the narrow sea dividing the two areas was indeed a 
unifier than a divider. Siran Deraniyagala’s comment in this respect 
is worthy of note: 


The Palk Strait separating Lanka and India is only ca. 11 m at 
its deepest. Hence a slight eustatic drop in sea level would 
create a land bridge between the two countries, and this is 
likely to have occurred on numerous occasions during the 
Quaternary, the last being estimated at ca. 7,000 BP. The 
crossing of the Strait by sea-craft over the last 50,000 years is 
also a possibility, by analogy with the settling of Australia 
over a wider expanse of sea. It is thus clear that prehistoric 
human traffic to and fro between India and Lanka would have 
been commonplace, leading to complex patterns of 
miscegenation between groups.”’ 


Even when the final separation of the Sri Lankan islands from the 
mainland occurred, the connections with south India were not 
severed. “The islands off the Jaffna peninsula...would undoubtedly 
have served as “stepping stones” for people crossing the Palk Strait 
during phases of high sea level when the land connection between 
India and Sri Lanka would have been severed, as it is today, with the 
springboards for such migration being the Tinnevelly coast of south- 
eastern India and the north-western seaboard of Lanka.’ 


Early Humans in Sri Lanka 


Today we are in a position to get a far better view of Sri Lanka’s 
prehistoric scene than we were about four or five decades ago, 
thanks to the pioneering and dedicated work of the Deraniyagalas. 
P.E.P. Deraniyagala, the father, gave the first clear view of the 
prehistoric scene through his discovery and identification of the 
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‘Ratnapura’ and ‘Balangoda’ cultures. Inspired by the father and 
following his footsteps, Siran Deraniyagala devoted nearly three 
decades to find more prehistoric sites and put the available pieces of 
the jigsaw in place, enabling us to see the main portions of the 
picture. His major work, The Prehistory of Sri Lanka (1992), has laid 
the firm foundations for a comprehensive study of Sm Lanka’s 
prehistoric past. 


Siran Deraniyagala, who is at present without doubt the leading 
prehistoric archaeologist of Sri Lanka, has presented well attested 
evidence to show that humans were present in the island for a very ~ 
long period, spreading out to almost every part, before the Holocene 
period which covers the last 10,000 years. He has concluded that the 
‘present radiometric evidence indicates that man was certainly in 
Lanka by ca. 28,500 C BP, probably by 74,000 — 64,000 TL BP and 
earlier during the last interglacial at ca. 125,000 BP’.”’ In his view, 
‘There is secure evidence of settlements in Sri Lanka by 130,000 
years ago, probably by 300,000 BP and possibly by 500,000 BP or 
earlier’.°’ It would appear that some sites have yielded more reliable 
evidence for the presence of humans about 125,000 years ago: ‘By 
about 125,000 BP it is certain that there were prehistoric settlements 
in Sri Lanka ...The evidence stems from excavations conducted in 
coastal deposits near Bundala.”*! 


The passage of these humans to the region of Sri Lanka was 
through south India. For these prehistoric inhabitants, south India 
and Sri Lanka would have been one common territory. As Siran 
Deraniyagala has pointed out, ‘there would have been unimpeded 
gene-flow between southernmost India and Sri Lanka (in both 
directions) from the Palaeolithic onwards’.** These early nomadic 
people cannot be considered to have been a homogeneous group. 
Deraniyagala believes that ‘future research will probably reveal a 
whole range of genetic clusters in the prehistoric populations of this 


region’.»® 


These early peoples of Sri Lanka lived in a Stone Age culture, the 
Palaeolithic or Old Stone Age. Not much is known about then ue 


excavations at Bundala have yielded some information about them. 
‘These people made tools of quartz (and a few on chert) which are 
assignable to a Middle Palaeolithic complex...Apart from such tools, 
no other vestiges of their culture have survived the ravages of time 
and tropical weathering: we do not know what these people looked 


like, although it can be guessed that they were carly Homo sapiens 


sapiens akin to anatomically modern South Asians. Even the sizes of 


their settlements are not known due to the limited scale of the 
evaluation excavations; surface indications are ca. 50 square metres 
or less per site. That they lived by hunting and gathering is obvious 
and it is probable that this conformed to the pattern discernible in the 
activities of their descendants some 100,000 years later.”™* 


It can be surmised that these early people and possibly others who 
continued to move into the Sri Lankan area from south Indian 
regions would have contributed to the widespread population of the 
next phase, the Mesolithic Period. Whether some of the movements 
were from Southeast Asia is hard to determine. Since Australo- 
Melanesians moved out of Southeast Asia to far-off lands as early as 
40,000 BP, undertaking some of the earliest known crossings across 
the Indian Ocean, it is possible that these people were among those 
who moved to the SISL region in the Palacolithic period. 


Mesolithic Phase 


The Mesolithic phase (the Middle Stone Age) which followed the 
Palaeolithic extended over a very long period. For the greater part of 
that period, Sri Lanka was joined to the mainland and, therefore, it 
stands to reason to treat the beginnings of this culture as something 
common to southern Tamil Nadu and Sri Lanka, the core of the SISL 
region. It is at this stage that we are able to trace clearly the common 
origins of the culture and population of this core region. The 
archaeological record is certainly clearer in this phase. 


While Siran Deraniyagala has given us for the first time a very 
comprehensive account of this arachacological record, Robin 
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PLATE 4. 
The Andhra connection: Amaravati style dolomite Buddha 
image from Chunnakam, Jaffna District. Circa 5*-6" 
century. Now in the Anuradhapura Archacological Museum. 
Sce p.209, 

Courtesy: Department of Archacology. 


Coningham has provided a good overall summary of the evidence 
available at present: 


...the evidence of habitation prior to the Iron Age and the 
early historic period is very well attested: indeed, over 75 sites 
have been identified (Deraniyagala 1992), The wide 
distribution of such sites within the island suggests that most 
of the island’s ecological zones were being exploited...while 
the wide spread of dates suggests that this broad-based pattern 
of subsistence activities was established prior to the Holocene 
and continued in some areas up to relatively recent times. A 
number of these sites are shell middens, situated in the coastal 
regions and representing open-air nodes of marine resource 
exploitation...Inland, excavated and dated sites abound...One 
of the best preserved inland open-air sites is the habitation 
midden at Ballan-bandi Palassa...Additional sites of 
importance are the caves of Batadomba-lena and Beli-lena 
Kitulgala. The former site yielded evidence of occupation 
between c. 26,500 and 9500 cal. BC, with an associated faunal 
record which included mollusc, giant squirrel, porcupine and 
monkey (ibid.: 314), while the latter yielded giant squirrel, 
porcupine, flying squirrel, rodent, an unidentified bovid and a 
large number of concentrations of molluscan shells (ibid.: 315- 
316).° 


Photo: March 2005, by the author Courtesy: Department of Archacolagy. 


As already noted, the tool technology of the Mesolithic people of 
Sri Lanka (whose culture is also known as the Balangoda culture) 
had much in common with that of the Mesolithic people of southern 
Tamil Nadu. Archaeologists and anthropologists have commented on 
the close similarity between the microlith tools used by the 
Mesolithic people in Sri Lanka and those found in the south Indian 
sites, including sites in Karnataka.”° There is remarkable similarity 
particularly between the tools of the Teri sites of the Pamban coast 
and those of Sri Lanka. Kennedy’s summary of these similar features 
is worthy of being quoted: 


5. 


The Pallava connection: Mamallapuram style rock relief sculpture at Isurumuniya, 


near Anuradhapura, 


PLATE 
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The occurrence of bifacial pressure flaked tools, geometric 
microliths made on flakes and blades, and the preference for 
quartz as a medium of manufacture are features characteristic 
of the Tirunelveli teri sites and sites in Sri Lanka. In both areas 
blades are short and thick and cores tend to be amorphous.’” 


Agreeing with Kennedy, Sudharshan Seneviratne observes: 


The primary artefacts of this culture consist of stone and bone 
implements. The high intensity of well-manufactured 
microliths and the primary use of quartz (chert to a lesser 
extent and jasper very rarely) are notable features associated 
with this culture complex. In the subcontinent the parallel 
techno-cultural elements are found in southern Tamilnadu.** 


From all evidence, the Mesolithic phase was a period of close 
cultural interaction and movement of people between southern Tamil 
Nadu and Sri Lanka, the core of the SISL region. It would appear 
that the ground was prepared in this period for the major 
developments that took place in the first millennium BCE with the 
arrival of the EIA culture and of influences that flowed from long 
distance trade. There were Mesolithic communities that were active 
on the northwest coast-of Sri Lanka and the southeast coast of Tamil 
Nadu. There is evidence that they shared the microlithic technology 
that they used. They were engaged in fishing chanks and other 
marine products. They were, in this respect, prepared for the chank 
fishery and pearl fishery that would emerge as major economic 
activities in the EIA. There was, however, no transition to either a 
Neolithic or a Chalcolithic phase as in some parts of the Indian 
subcontinent. It would appear that before any such transition, these 
Mesolithic people of the SISL encountered superior cultural 
influences that inauguarated the EIA. 


The WSsolienTS people 


Before the arrival of new cultural influences, the Mesolithic 
culture appears ‘to have spread over various physical and 


48 


environmental zones with the exception of the northern peninsula 
and the lower Mahaweli basin of north east Sri Lanka’.*? In the 
picturesque language used by Siran Deraniyagala, the Mesolithic 
folk appear ‘to have settled in practically every nook and corner of 
Sri Lanka ranging from the damp and cold High Plains such as 
Maha-eliya (Horton Plains) to the arid lowlands of Mannar and 
Vilpattu, to the steamy equatorial rainforests of Sabaragamuwa’.”” 
The absence of chert and quartz as well as surface water supply in 
the Jaffna peninsula seems to be the reason for the failure of this area 
to attract Mesolithic people.” 


Archaeological evidence indicates clearly that the core area of the 
SISL region had a population that shared common characteristics. 
The evidence of physical anthropology seems to support the view 
that the people of this area shared common physical features. An 
examination of some of the skeletal remains from the burials in the 
next phase, the EIA, in southern Tamil Nadu, particularly 
Tirunelveli, has revealed evidence of a physical type that was 
common to the SISL region in the Mesolithic period. However, it is 
unlikely that the Mesolithic population was a homogeneous one. 


Physical anthropology also lends support to the view that there 
was a biological continuum from the Mesolithic times to the present 
day. A leading researcher in the physical anthropology of south India 
and Sri Lanka, K.A.R. Kennedy, after examining the skeletal record 
for Mesolithic and Iron Age sites in peninsular India and Sri Lanka, 
states that “comparative morphometric studies reveal close genetic 
ties between certain ancient and modern populations of the area’ and 
that ‘various degrees of biological affinity are suggested by both 
morphometric and immunological-genetic studies of the 
contemporary populations of peninsular India and Sri Lanka’. In his 
view, ‘The aboriginal population Sri Lanka, the Veddas, appear to 
have a close affinity with the Mesolithic inhabitants of the island, as 
represented in a skeletal record dating from the late Pleistocene to 
the middle Holocene’. 
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Chronology 


Although archaeologists have not yet settled the question of dates 
with regard to the prehistoric phases, as already mentioned, it is now 
established that humans associated with microliths, that is people of 
the Mesolithic phase, were present in Sri Lanka as early as 28,500 
years BP. In fact, it is claimed that migrations of these people could 
have taken place much earlier, even prior to 75,000 BP. Kennedy’s 
summary on this question is a useful starting point: 


The geological and climatic factors that encouraged the 
migration of Pleistocene fauna from India to Sri Lanka also 
affected hominid populations which established a Mesolithic 
culture on the island. The date of the original settlement is 
unknown, but recent excavations yielding microlithic tools and 
human skeletal remains testify to the presence of anatomically 
modern Homo sapiens at the upland cave site of Batadomba 
lena by 28,500 years BP (Kennedy and Deraniyagala 1989). In 
the lowermost levels of the cave were found geometric 
microliths, the earliest occurrence of this type of tool in South 
Asia...Confidence for the Sri Lankan dates comes from 
thermoluminescent dating of ca. 28,500 years BP...However, 
migrations could have taken place before the last (Eem) 
interglacial period, for if dated correctly the evidence from 
Bundale-Patirajawela indicates settlement prior to 75,000 — 
65,000 years BP.* 


These dates have implications for the sites on the Tamil Nadu 


side. So far the sites on the Pamban coast (Tamil Nadu) have not 
been dated earlier than the Holocene, that is not prior to 10,000 years 
BP, although, as already discussed, Gardner is inclined to date the 
Teri sites to a period as early as the last glacial (before 10,000 years 
BP).“* Compared with the Mesolithic phase in many other parts of 
the world, the Sri Lankan date is very early. Since the Mesolithic 
people could not have migrated to Sri Lanka from any other part of 
the world except through the south of the Indian mainland, further 
studies may lead to the revision of the south Indian dates. 
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A Neolithic Phase? 


Archaeologists agreed for a long time that the Mesolithic Phase 
was directly succeeded by the iron using culture and that there was 
no intervening Neolithic or Chalcolithic culture in Sri Lanka.*> The 
Mesolithic culture was considered to be a non-pottery culture with 
no use of metals.*° But recent excavation work, especially that at 
Dorawaka-kanda by W.H. Wijayapala, seems to call for a revision of 
this view.*” There are indications at this site of pottery, along with 
stone tools, being used as early as about 4300 BCE. The discovery of 
a few pieces of copper-working slag at Mantai (datable to about 1800 
BCE) is also taken to point to a Chalcolithic phase in Sri Lanka.** 
These discoveries have to be followed up and one has to await the 
uncovering of further evidence to support any theory of a Neolithic 
Phase in the island. For the present, the Mesolithic Phase appears to 
have been succeeded by the EIA. 


Language 


The languages spoken by these prehistoric peoples are unknown 
and will be hard to identify. Historical linguistics relating to the 
languages of Sri Lanka is yet to make any significant advance in the 
direction of identifying a prehistoric linguistic substratum. Until then 
one can only speculate. As Siran Deraniyagala has succinctly stated, 
‘The prevalent indigenous language(s) of Sri Lanka at the advent of 
Indo-Aryan Prakrits constitutes an unknown: it could be Vadda 


'(?Munda), Dravidian, or some other linguistic group.” Given the 


nature of prehistoric populations, it is almost certain that more than 
one language was spoken in Sri Lanka. Survivals of these languages 
are likely to be found in Sinhalese and Sri Lankan Tamil. 


Pre-modern and modern Sinhala grammarians have recognised 
that there is in the Sinhala language a category of words that are 
‘indigenous’. The author of the oldest Sinhalese grammar, 
Sidatsafigarava, written in the thirteenth century, and Munidasa 
Kumaranatunga, the founder of the modern Hela school, have 
recognised this category in which these scholars obviously see words 
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that exclusively belonged to the early Sinhala language.” As 
mentioned earlier, M.W.S. de Silva and Gair (and D.E. Hettiarachchi 
before them) have indicated that there was a language (or languages), 
unrelated to Indo-Aryan or Dravidian, spoken in the island at an 
early date.*' But research in this area still awaits to be done. 


Some have hinted at the possibility of a language or languages of 
the Munda subfamily being among the languages spoken by the 
Mesolithic people. But there is as yet no definite evidence on this 
score. Munda languages are spoken in the northeastern and eastern 
regions of the subcontinent. The separation of these languages 
(which are not spoken outside the subcontinent today) from the other 
Austroasiatic languages, namely those of the Mon-Khmer subfamily, 
is considered by linguists to have taken place in prehistoric times, 
possibly some 4000 years ago. This would mean that the eastward 
movement of Austroasiatic speakers from the Southeast Asian 
mainland and the spread of the ancestral Munda languages in the 
Indian subcontinent took place some time in the second millennium 
BCE or before. It would not be surprising that, not long after this, 
some of these languages spread to Sri Lanka as well. These are 
matters that remain to be settled in the future by archaeologists and 
historical linguists adopting an interdisciplinary approach. 


The best and most commonly used survival of this ancient 
Austroasiatic connection appears to be the very name of the island. 
Lanka (Tamil //aikat) does not seem to belong to either the Indo- 
Aryan or Dravidian languages. It has survived in place-names right 
along the eastern part of the subcontinent, from Assam to Andhra 
Pradesh.” It appears to have been a generic name for ‘island’, as 
indeed it is in Telugu to this day. The occurrence of this name in the 
Godavari Delta prompted some scholars to argue that the Lanka of 
the Ramayana was not Sri Lanka but an island in the Godavari Delta. 
Some two thousand years ago, there were places with the name 
Lanka on the Tamil Nadu coast, too. In the earliest literature of the 
Tamils, namely the Sangam poems, there are references to places 
with ‘//akar as an element in their names (such as Mavilankai and 
Tonmavilankai). In later centuries, inscriptions refer to a place 
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named Uttaralaika (Lanka in the North) in south India.** About the 
time of these records and later, Sri Lanka is referred to in Tamil 
literature and inscriptions as Tennilankai (Lanka in the South).*° It 
will not be surprising if historical linguists identify the name Lanka 
as of Austroasiatic origin. 


Whatever the languages spoken in the prehistoric period, what is 
of importance for a proper understanding of the early phase of Sri 
Lankan history is the recognition that the speakers of these 
prehistoric languages were never annihilated by newcomers. 
Archaeologists have so far not met with evidence of either a mass 
migration of people at the end of the Mesolithic period or 
annihilation of the existing population. The arguments of 
anthropologists about a biological continuum from prehistoric times 
lend support to Paranavitana’s assertion that ‘the vast majority of the 
people who today speak Sinhalese or Tamil must ultimately be 
descended from those autochthonous people of whom we know next 
to nothing.”** No dispassionate student of Sri Lankan history and 
archaeology can escape this conclusion. 


It was among these peoples, about a thousand years before the 
Common Era, that superior cultural influences from the north and 
possibly from the west began to spread, bringing about major 
transformations, including the emergence of the first states. The 
spread of new cultural influences, including that of new languages, 
has often been taken as an indication of new migrations and the 
displacement of earlier inhabitants. Ancient historians and historical 
linguists are now inclined to reject such theories.”’ 


The Mesolithic culture that prevailed in Sri Lanka until about 
1000 BCE was one that was common to the whole SISL region. 
There was a free flow of humans and their cultural traits across 
various parts of this region. The whole region shared a common 
technology. Even the languages spoken by the Mesolithic people 
would have been common to the whole region. In such an 
environment, any new development.or cultural intrusion experienced 
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in south India would have sooner or later impacted on Sri Lanka as ~ 


well. The dawn of the first millennium BCE saw such an intrusion 
that was to have far-reaching effects for the whole SISL region in 
shaping its history. 
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Map 3. Sri Lanka: Early Iron Age sites 
(after Sudharshan Seneviratne) 
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CHAPTER 


THE EARLY IRON 
AGE: THE 
BEGINNINGS OF 
CIVILISATION 


Conception and Birth 


“one stream of modern historiography actually faced a 
‘conceptual crisis’ in its attempt to unfold the antecedents of culture 
dynamics associated with the ‘beginnings of civilization’ in Sri 
Lanka. The adherence to a basic premise of ‘cultural implantation’ 
either from north India or south India, underlining a donor-recipient 
interaction and the crude compartmentalization of language-cultural 
zones along racial lines, diluted any intellectual credibility 
associated with this school of thought. 


“as recent studies indicate, the very introduction of ‘elements of 
civilization’ to Sri Lanka from north India is now open to question. 


“the Megalithic-BRW complex emanating from Peninsular India 

. was the earliest techno-cultural matrix formed in Sri Lanka 
during the Early tron Age prior to any dominant impact of the 
northern Indo-Aryan culture.” Prof. Sudharshan Seneviratne 1992: 
99, 102, 105. 


Dawn of a New Age 
New Cultural Elements 


The origins of the ethnic group now known as the Sri Lankan 
Tamils go back to the period referred to as the Early Iron Age. The 
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Mesolithic people of the island came under new influences in the 
first millennium BCE, more specifically in the Early Iron Age (circa 
900-300 BCE). The far-reaching developments in this period were to 
determine the evolution of the two main ethnic groups of historical 
times. 


Towards the end of the second millennium BCE new cultural 
elements were introduced into peninsular India from the western 
side. A number of important questions relating to the new culture 
still remain unanswered. We still lack the evidence to answer these 
questions satisfactorily. In recent decades, much work has been done . 
to throw fresh light on the main elements of the new culture and its 
spread across the Indian peninsula and Sri Lanka, Much more 
remains to be done, 


Since the introduction of iron is associated with this new culture, 
it has been often referred to as the Iron Age culture, although the 
name ‘Megalithic culture’ is more popular. Some objections to 
equating the two names have been raised, It has been pointed out 
that, on the basis of the megalithic mortuary trait associated with the 
new culture, ‘it is misleading to refer to a Megalithic culture, as 
several scholars are apt to, since this mortuary trait is not necessarily 
a concomitant of the Early Iron Age of peninsular India or Sri 
Lanka’.’ This is no doubt a valid objection. The term ‘Iron Age 
culture’ is, therefore, preferred in this study. 


The significance of the spread of this new culture in the SISL 
region cannot be over-emphasized. As summarized by Sudharshan 
Seneviratne, without dispute one of the leading authorities on the 
subject, some of the main elements of civilization introduced by the 
new culture were: 


a basic metal technology, i.e. iron, a potter's wheel, the 
plough, paddy cultivation, dam and tank irrigation, a greater 
degree of craft specialization, the ability to harness the 
environment with greater efficiency, the establishment of new 
settlements and the definite beginnings of a sedentarized 
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village culture, the emergence of petty exchange centres and 
the relative expansion in the exchange network, prelude to a 
greater demographic expansion, the emergence of petty 
chieftaincies, the introduction of the horse, new burial types 
(megalithic) and pottery types (characteristic BRW, all black 
ware, red ware and the russet-coated painted ware). 


The Mesolithic societies of SISL were fundamentally transformed 
by the arrival of these elements. The transformation took place over 
several centuries. 


Use of Iron 


The arrival of iron was no doubt an event of great economic 
consequence, leading on to important socio-political and cultural 
changes. The introduction of iron in north India, in particular the 
Indo-Gangetic plain and the upper Gangetic basin, is associated with 
the Painted Grey Ware Culture at the beginning of the first 
millennium BCE. The distribution of the Painted Grey Ware covers a 
wide area, as far north as even the Himalayas and to the south up to 
Ujjain in Madhya Pradesh. ‘The sites of this culture are located along 
river banks. The distinctive features of the ware are the superior 
quality of the paste formed of well-levigated clay and the fine thin 
well-burnt fabric. On the grey surface of the body are painted linear 
and dotted patterns in black. Instances of red-on-grey and black-on- 
black and bichrome painted designs are also attested.’? This ware, in 
its upper levels, is associated with another type called the Northern 
Black Polished Ware which is of a superior quality and belongs to 
the period from about 400 BCE to the third century CE.‘ 


The coming of the Iron Age in south India is associated with what 
is now widely known as the Megalithic Black-and-Red Ware 
Culture. This culture is associated with burials that are often grouped 
in small clusters, although sometimes they extend over large areas. 
Some of the burials contain urns with partial or complete skeletal 
remains or ashes collected after cremation. Other burials are without 
urns. Megaliths or large stones are not always found with the burials. 
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Different types of burials are seen in different geo-physical areas. As 
summarized by Sudharshan Seneviratne, ‘the chamber tombs in the 
laterite zone of Kerala, the passage chambers in the granite zone of 
Karnataka, cists and dolmens in the Palani hills of Tamilnadu clearly 
point to the constructional base of these tombs’, while ‘Urns and 
other burial types having no stone appendage are generally 
concentrated on river banks, alluvial and other soil regions suitable 
for irrigated agriculture’.” In Sri Lanka, there is a large concentration 
of urn burials at Pomparippu, while some of the burials in other parts 
of the island are associated with cists and dolmens. The grave goods 
consist of offerings that include food items, ornaments and tools as 
well as weapons. Often the offerings are kept in the characteristic 
Megalithic Black-and-Red Ware. 


The arrival of this new culture and the introduction of the use of iron 
led to very important developments in the region. In Seneviratne’s 
words, ‘this culture made significant contributions and innovations to 
introduce elements of civilization’ in south India and Sri Lanka.°. In 
the core of the SISL region, on either side of the Gulf of Mannar, the 
first major chiefdoms arose around the exchange centres of Matirai 
and Tambapanni.’ Through the latter centre, as well as others along — 
the western, northern and northeastern coast the new culture spread 
into the interior of Sri Lanka. 


With regard to the time and space of these introductions and 
innovations, Seneviratne believes that the ‘time factor approximately 
extends within a span of eight centuries (c. 1000 to 200 B.C.)’ and 
that ‘the culture spread over a relatively wide geographical area 
(present Andhra Pradesh to Sri Lanka)’.® It is in this period that we 
see the emergence of a Tamil-speaking ethnic group in the far south 
of the Indian peninsula. 


The Megalithic Folk 


There is controversy among scholars over the origins of the Early 
Iron Age Megalithic Culture and the people who were responsible 
for its spread in peninsular India. Several scholars have tended to 
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identify these people as speakers of a Dravidian language or 
languages, while a few have suggested an Indo-Aryan origin.’ As far 
as the archaeological evidence is concerned, there is nothing to 
identify the language or languages of those who brought this culture 
to south India. Written records are not available here before the third 
century BCE. Nor are there clearly identified survivals of the early 
languages through oral traditions. There have been some studies of 
the human remains from the burials but the results seem to indicate a 
hybrid population. A summary of the findings of these studies by 
Thapar and Rahman is as follows: 


Studies of the human remains obtained from some of the 
excavated burials (Zuckerman, 1930; Sarkar, 1960, 1972; 
Gupta and Dutta, 1962), indicate besides an autochthonous 
Australoid type, a brachy-mesocephalic people similar to the 
Scythio-Iranian stock as encountered in Necropolis B and in 
the deposits of period III of Tepe Hissar. It is postulated that 
the great migration of these Scythio-Iranians took place 
between 2000 and 1000 BC from the Ukraine region. Studies 


of the head forms from the different types of megaliths have - 


shown on the other hand that the jar burial people, like the one 
at Adichchanallur in the extreme south, appear to possess head 
forms falling within the dolichocranial range verging towards 
the hyperdolichocephalic. The megalithic builders seem to be 
a hybrid population.'® 


In the present state of our knowledge, the earliest date at which 
definite evidence of the spread of the new culture is visible in 
peninsular India is about 1200 BCE.'! The origins of this culture as 
well as the route it followed before entering peninsular India are still 
unsettled matters.'* Research on the spread of this culture points to 
its entry first into northwest Deccan (Maharashtra). From there it 
spread to southern Deccan (Karnataka). It then spread along the 
Krishna basin into Andhra Pradesh up to the eastern coast and into 
the lower plains along the Godavari and Pennar. In the spread of the 
Megalithic-BRW culture of the Early Iron Age, the Karnataka region 
played an important role. It was an area from where cultural 
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diffusion into Andhra and Tamil Nadu took place. And, it was trom 
Tamil Nadu that this culture spread into Sri Lanka. 


Iron Age in Tamil Nadu 


Routes of intrusion 


The intrusion of the new culture into Tamil Nadu was from 
southern Karnataka. The intrusion extended into Kerala as well. The . 
Bangalore and Kolar Districts in southern Karnataka have a large 
number of Iron Age burial sites. The burials in the Dharmapuri and 
North Arcot Districts of northern Tamil Nadu are an extension of the 
Karnataka burial complex. These northern Tamil Nadu burial sites 
are mainly close to the banks of the upper Kaveri, Ponnaiyar and 
Palar rivers. These rivers flow into Tamil Nadu from southern - 
Karnataka and the spread of the Iron Age culture along these major 
rivers can easily be deduced. From this fertile region of northern 
Tamil Nadu, the new culture spread along the banks of the rivers into 
southern Tamil Nadu, especially the Salem District, and then 
northwards into South Arcot and Chingleput Districts along the east | 
coast.'? The major rivers flowing from the west to the lowland plains | 
in the east appear to have marked the routes followed by the new 
culture. This culture took root in the fertile plains watered by the 
major rivers, namely Kaveri, Ponnaiyar, Palar and Tambraparni. . 
There is a concentration of Megalithic-BRW sites in the highland, on 
the banks of the upper reaches of these rivers and their tributaries, 
showing the flow of this culture from southern Karnataka. In the 
lowland plains of the east, the Megalithic-BRW sites are mainly 
located near river banks or irrigation reservoirs. It has been observed 
that ‘there is a tendency for urns/cairns/stone circles/pit burials to be 
generally associated with areas more suitable for paddy 
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cultivation’. 


There is little doubt that the EIA Megalithic/urn burial/BRW 
culture (hereinafter referred to as the EIA culture) entered Sri Lanka 
from southern Tamil Nadu. Spreading from the Agastyamalai 
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(Southern Ghats), the new culture spread to the southeastern coast 
along the Vaigai, Vaippar, Chittar and Tambraparni rivers. When it 
arrived at places like Vasudevanallur and Adichchanallur, and the 
Vaigai plains, it had entered the core area of the SISL region and its 
spread to Sri Lanka was only a matter of time. 


A look at the distribution of the megalithic burials and BRW sites 
in southern Tamil Nadu helps to trace the routes along which the 
EJA culture spread to the estuaries of the Tamraparni, Chittar and 
Vaippar. Near the upper reaches of the Chittar is the urn burial site of 
Ilanji as well as Courtalam (Kurralam) where urn burials are 
associated with cairn circles. Near the upper reaches of the Vaippar 
are the urn burial sites of Sivagiri, Panaiyur and Vasudevanallur. A 
significant number of urn burials are found in Sivasailam on the 
upper reaches of the Tambraparni, at the foothills of Agastyamalai. 
As this river winds its way to the Pamban Coast, there is the most 
famous of the southern Tamil Nadu sites, namely Adichchanallur, 
which was first investigated, along with the neighbouring site of 
Perumbair, as early as the 1870s.'° Near the estuary of the river, on 
the Pamban Coast, more of the EIA urn burial sites are located at 
places like Kayalpattinam and Korkai. The ancient Korkai was, in 
the centuries immediately before and after the beginning of the 
Common Era, an important port for long distance trade. 


Vaigai Plains 


In the Vaigai plains, too, one sees a similar spread of EIA sites. 
The Vaigai is one of the major rivers of southern Tamil Nadu. 
Flowing from the Palani Hills, it waters the plains where the major 
historic urban centre of Madurai dominates the scene. The Vaigai 
plains constitute an important area associated with very early cultural 


developments. The western parts of the plains are rich in prehistoric - 


sites. Several sites with microlithic tools have come to light here, 
indicating habitation by Mesolithic people. ‘These Mesolithic sites’, 
in Seneviratne’s view, ‘were perhaps linked to the Teri sites in 
Tirunelveli’.'© The EIA sites of the next phase appear to coincide 
with the Mesolithic sites. The new Early Iron Age culture was 
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evidently introduced to the Mesolithic settlers. The Megalithic 
complex, revealing urn burials and stone circles, extends from the 
Palani Hills towards Madurai, where a cluster of Megalithic burials 
has been located. These burials help to establish the antiquity of the 
site and the antecedents to the rise of an important urban centre that 
later became the capital of the Pandya lineage. 


Kaveri Valley 


Another major movement of the EIA culture in Tamil Nadu was 
along the Kaveri River. Originating in southern Karmataka, this river 
no doubt facilitated direct movement from the Karnataka region 
along its upper reaches. In addition, it appears that there were also 
movements from the west and southwest, which prompted 
Seneviratne to make this observation: ‘The megalithic sites along the 
lower Kaveri are necessarily vestiges of communities that moved 
into the lower valley from the north (along the upper Kaveri via 
Salem district), from the west (across the Kongunadu upland), from 
the southwest (along the Palani hills) and the south (from southern 
Tamilnadu).’!’ The modern Tiruchirapalli District, through which the 
Kaveri winds its way to the Bay of Bengal, is rich in protohistoric 
sites. Two of the places where these sites are located, namely Kartir 
and the ancient Uraiyir, were centres of authority of two leading 
Tamil lineages in the EHP. Kariir was the capital of the early Céras 
while Uraiytr was the capital of the early Cdlas. Further east, there 
emerged the more famous urban centre of Taficaviir (Thanjavur), the 
capital of the medieval Colas, while at the estuary of the Kaveri, on 
the eastern coast, there was the ancient port of Kavéri-pattinam 
(Pukar) which played an important role in the maritime trade of the 
Cola kingdom for over a thousand years. 


To the south of the ancient K4véri-pattinam is another ancient 
port of the Cola kingdom, namely Nagapattinam. It is another place 
where EJA sites with burials and BRW have been found. They seem 
to be not as old as the sites further inland. To the south of Thanjavur, 
in the Pudukkottai District, many EIA sites have been located in 
areas suitable for rice cultivation. 
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North of the Kaveri delta, the Ponnaiyar and Palar rivers provided 
a direct link with the EIA sites of Karnataka. As in southern 
Karnataka, there are different types of burials in the large number of 
sites in the regions watered by these two rivers. The burials include 
cairn circles, dolmenoid cists, sarcophagi, stone circles and urns. 
There is evidence in these sites of an expansion of population and 
development of agriculture, including tank irrigation, in the later 
centuries of the first millennium BCE. 


The location of the EIA sites in the eastern plains watered by the 
Tambraparni, Vaigai, Kaveri, Ponnaiyar and Palar and_ their 
tributaries seems to associate the spreading EIA culture with rice 
cultivation and tank irrigation. It has been suggested that the 
introduction of tank irrigation and rice cultivation may be attributed 
to the urn burial folk. As Seneviratne has summed up: ‘The southern 
group [from the fertile plains of Vaigai-Tambraparani] may have 
mingled with the urn burial group of the middle Kaveri valley 
(Karur-Tiruchirappalli area) and reached the northeast auxiliary area 
(South Arcot-Chingleput) to begin extensive paddy cultivation based 
on tank irrigation and also chosen to live along the coastal belt at 
places suitable for petty exchange activities, such as 
Kaveripattinam.’’® - 

When the EIA culture reached the eastern coast of Tamil Nadu, 
particularly the areas around the estuaries of the Tambraparni, Vaigai 
and Kaveri, it was poised to cross over to Sri Lanka. The sea 
dividing the island and southern Tamil Nadu was never a separator 
of the two areas. And once more, it was demonstrated that south 
India and Sri Lanka formed one cultural region. Once again, 
Seneviratne’s observation summarises the situation as it existed in 
the EIA: 


The geographical proximity, the similarity between ecological 
zones, common burial and ceramic traditions, including other 
grave ware and skeletal remains...indicate a cultural 
homogeneity between the megalithic monuments of south 
India and Sri Lanka. It also suggests community movement, 
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. « the intrusion of techno-cultural elements (iron, ceramic 
industry, irrigation) and a new subsistence pattern (based on 
paddy cultivation) from south India, more specifically from 
Tamilnadu, well before the 3rd century B.C. period.’ 


Sri Lanka’ 


The area in Sri Lanka directly opposite the Pamban Coast of 
southern Tamil Nadu, across the Gulf of Mannar, is the northwestern 
coast, from Puttalam to Mannar. This is the area watered by the 
Aruvi Aru (Malvatu Oya), Kal Aru, Modaragam Aru, Elapat Aru (a 
tributary of Kala Oya) and Kala Oya. That this area has a 
comparatively large number of EIA urn burials and BRW sites 
yielding artefacts similar to those from the Tamil Nadu coast comes 
as no surprise. It only reiterates the view that the lands on either side 
of the Palk Strait and the Gulf of Mannar were part of a single 
cultural region in the period before the rise of the states. The 
northwestern coast of Sri Lanka would also have been the earliest in 
the island to receive the new EIA culture. 


The narrow sea separating the coast of Tamil Nadu and the 
northwestern coast of Sri Lanka being a unifier, the two coasts were 
the scene of much interaction from prehistoric times. Clearly, Sn 
Lanka was part of ‘the cultural vortex of the neighbouring land 
mass.’”” It would appear that the shallowness of the dividing sea as 
well as certain attractions of northwest Sri Lanka contributed to this 
situation. Seneviratne comments on the close connections between 
the two coasts in the following words: 


The Mesolithic techno-cultural complex common to Sri Lanka 
and southern Tamilnadu clearly indicates the existence of 
contact between these two physical areas extending to a 
remote period in antiquity...With the arrival of the iron using 
groups to the lower Tambapanni valley and their success in 
gaining direct access to the marine resources (viz. fish, pearl 
oyster, chank, coral) in the Gulf of Mannar, it led to a greater 
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interaction between the two coastal areas gradually resulting in 
community movement to north west Sri Lanka.”! 


Northwest coast 


Beginning in the north of the coast, in the area watered by the 
Aruvi Aru, and moving southwards to the banks of the Kala Oya, 
one finds that as many as seven significant EIA sites have so far 
come to light in this littoral. Not far north of the mouth of the Aruvi 
Aru is the well-known historical port of Matota (Matottam / 
Mantai). Though this was a site occupied by Mesolithic folk as early 
as the beginning of the second millennium BCE, EIA artefacts are 
hard to come by in its vicinity.’ Surprisingly, it is the most 
disappointing of all the northwestern coastal sites. As an urban centre 
that was built up for several centuries from the EHP, Matota is no 
doubt a much-disturbed place for prehistoric and protohistoric 
research. Investigations have been carried out at this site from the 
late nineteenth century, but artefacts from the prehistoric and 
protohistoric periods are disappointingly few. The latest field study, 
the expedition led by John Carswell of the University of Chicago, 
occurred in 1980, 1982 and 1984. Unfortunately, owing to 
unforeseen circumstances, it did not turn out to be a comprehensive 
investigation as originally planned. Although BRW sherds were 
unearthed in certain pits, their dates were not settled. Matota appears 
to have emerged as a port for long distance trade in the protohistoric 
period, enjoying a development parallel to that of Korkai on the 
opposite coast. It is a site that is likely to yield important artefacts of 
the protohistoric period if comprehensive excavations are 
undertaken. 


South of the Aruvi Aru, near the upper reaches of the Kal Aru, is 
the site of Alutbombuva. It is a cist burial site and is yet to be fully 
investigated. To the south of the Kal Aru runs the Modaragam Aru 
and the banks of this river have several EIA sites. One of them, 
Tekkam, is an urn burial site. This, too, has not been excavated yet. 
Some BRW sites have been located near the estuary of the 
Modaragam, especially at Pookulam. Seneviratne is of the view that 
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further investigation along the river ‘is bound to reveal more Proto 


and Early Historic sites’.”* 


The Wilpattu Sites 


The best known and the most intensively studied urn burial/BRW 
site in the island is Pomparippu, one of the first of its kind to be 
uncovered. Near the mouth of the Kala Oya and connected to some 
of the other EIA sites by the Elapat Aru, it forms almost the core of 
the EIA region of northwestern Sri Lanka. It is estimated that there 
are about 8000 burials in this place and, fortunately, they are in no - 
danger of being destroyed by development projects or extension of 
settlements as the entire site is safely located inside a national wild 
life sanctuary (the Wilpattu Sanctuary). Indeed, several other 
important EIA sites, such as Tekkam, Alutbombuva and Karamban- 
kulam are also within the wild life sanctuary and offer much scope 
for future research.”* 


The important EIA site of Karamban-kulam is further inland from 
Pomparippu but along the Kala Oya.. This is also an urn burial site. 
Again, it is still awaiting a proper investigation but there is no doubt 
that it forms part of the urn burial complex covering a large area in 
the Wilpattu Sanctuary.”* Kollankanatta is another interesting site 
close to Pomparippu. BRW sherds have been found here and this site 
may also turn out to be one of the important EIA locations in the 
northwestern part of Sri Lanka.”° 


The above sites fall within the core area of SISL and, together 
with the sites on the opposite coast in Tamil Nadu, provide ample 
evidence of the close interaction that went on in this region in the 
EIA. As Seneviratne, whose study of the EIA sites in south India and 
Sri Lanka is perhaps the most comprehensive on the subject, has 
rightly stressed, the impetus for the spread of the EIA culture in the 
northwestern coast of Sri Lanka came from the southeastern coast of 
Tamil Nadu. ‘It is fairly certain’, concludes Seneviratne, ‘that the 
burial culture of north-west Sri Lanka received its impetus from [the] 
urn/cairn burial complex in the Vaigai-Tambapanni plains, the land 
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of the Pandyas’.2’ This area of the urn burial complex in the Wilpattu 
Sanctuary, with Pomparippu as the core, appears to be one of the 
earliest and most important areas in the island that received the EIA 
cultural influences from south India in the first millennium BCE. The 
striking similarities between the Adichchanallur burials on the 
opposite coast and those of Pomparippu establish beyond any 
reasonable doubt that the cultural influences reflected by the 
Pomparippu burials flowed from the Adichchanallur area. This is not 
surprising as the Mesolithic people of these two coastal areas were in 
continuous contact for several centuries before the EIA. As soon as 
the EIA culture arrived in the southeastern corner of Tamil Nadu, the 
next natural development would have been its spread to the 
northwestern coast of Sri Lanka. 


The Cist Burials 


The cist burial complex in Sri Lanka is concentrated in the north- 
central parts of the island. Seneviratne is of the view that the cist 
burials in north-central Sri Lanka may have received their impetus 
from the cist burial complex in Tamil Nadu that extends from 
Pudukottai to the Chittoor area of Andhra Pradesh.”* A considerable 
number of the cist burials known so far are clustered along the banks 
of the Yan Oya that flows into the Bay of Bengal on the northeastern 
coast, prompting the conclusion that the impetus for this burial 
practice entered the island from the northeast. In Tamil Nadu, cist 
burials were prominent in the territory that later became the Cola 
kingdom and the flow of influences from this area, particularly the 
Kaveri delta, to the northeast of Sri Lanka is only a natural 
development that continued throughout the historical period. 


Though an EIA burial site seems to be located near the estuary of 
the Yan Oya, all the identified cist burials along this river are near 
the middle reaches. A large number of burials have been uncovered 
at Tammenna-godella, Gurugal-hinna, Vadigawewa, Kok-ebe, 
Divul-wewa and Rabewa forming what is-referred to as the Yan Oya 
complex. From here, the cist burial practice seems to have spread to 
interior places. Not far to the north is the site of Mamaduwa. To the 
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southeast, close to the upper reaches of the Malwatu Oya, is another 
site, namely Machchagama. The cist burials of Ibbankattuwa and 
Pin-wewa are further south of this site. Another important cist burial 
site is located at Kathiraveli, on the eastern coast south of 
Trincomalee.” 


Jaffna District 


The EIA burial/BRW sites in the Jaffna District, discovered 
mostly within the last twenty-five years, appear to form a separate 
complex. There are neither cist burials comparable to the Yan Oya. 
complex nor urn burials similar to the northwestern coast complex. 
However, a large number of BRW sites, a few extended burials and 
at least two urn burials have come to light. The oldest and best 
known site is Kantarodai*° Though BRW sherds have been 
unearthed here, no burials have been as yet excavated. Another 
important site with extended and urn burials is Anaikoddai.*! A site 
with much potential for protohistoric research, it has been partly 
destroyed in recent years. P. Ragupathy has brought to light another 
burial site at Karainagar as well as a large number of BRW sites in 
Kumpuruppitti (Velanai Island), Catti (Velanai Island), Cattirantai 
(Karainagar Island) and  Kottuppanivu (Mannitalai).*? —P. 


-Pushparatnam has reported the discovery of more BRW sites in 


Mannitalai, Kalmunai, Vettukkatu, Pallikuda, Pallavarayan, [lavur 
and other places in the Punakari area of the mainland.* He has also 
excavated recently (2004) a new urn burial site in Catti (Velanai 
Island). The inspiration for the spread of the EJA culture in the Jaffna 
District no doubt came from southeastern Tamil Nadu, probably by 
way of the Jaffna islands and Jambukolapattana, which later became 
the main port of the peninsula. The incidental information in the 
Buddhist Jataka stories, which reflect conditions in the centuries 
before CE, refers to contacts between Kavéripattinam on the Tamil 
Nadu coast and places like Karadipa and Nagadipa in northern Sri 
Lanka while the Mahavamsa, Sammohavinodani and other Pali texts 
refer to sailings between the eastern coast of India and 
Jambukolapattana in the Jaffna peninsula.** 
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Key: 1-Kantarodai; 2 Anaikoddai; 3 Karainagar; 4 Velanai-Catti; 5 Mannitalai 


Map 4. Jaffna Peninsula: Main Early Iron Age sites 


(after Ragupathy) 


The Jaffna peninsula and its offshore islands present a picture 
different from that of the mainland. So far this area has not yielded 
any confirmed Stone Age artefact. Archaeologists are of the view 
that this area was not inhabited in the Mesolithic period.*> This 
would mean that the first settlements in the Jaffna peninsula and its 
offshore islands date from the EIA. The offshore islands, particularly 
Nainativu, Karainagar (formerly Karaitivu, the Karadipa of the 
Jétakas) and Velanai, appear to have played an important part in the 
spread of the EJA culture into northernmost Sri Lanka from the 
southeastern coast of Tamil Nadu. The Kantarodai site, which is the 
only one in the area with radiocarbon dates, reveals that it was settled ~ 
as early as the sixth century BCE.” 


As is well known, the Jaffna peninsula is the area referred to as 
Nagadipa (the Island of the Nagas) in the earliest literary sources. 
The people known as the Nagas were the group inhabiting that area 
in the EIA. They have to be considered as the earliest settlers there. 
That the Nagas were also among the people on the opposite coast, in 
southeastern Tamil Nadu, is known from the earliest Tamil sources 
and from surviving place-names, including the well-known place- 
name of Nagapattinam (the Port-town of the Nagas). If the credit for 
the introduction of the megalithic/urn burial/BRW culture to the 
Jaffna peninsula goes to the Nagas, it would mean that the story of 
human settlements in that peninsula began with the south Indian EIA 
culture. If one is to go by the evidence of the legends in the Pali 
chronicles and the Jataka stories, the Nagas were in southern Sri 
Lanka, too, as far as Kelantya. The occurrence of a large number of 
personal names with the element Naga in the earliest cave 
inscriptions would confirm their presence in different parts of the 
island. Siran Deraniyagala is also of the view that the Nagas were 
protohistoric EIA settlers from India.*’ 


Southern Sri Lanka 


The three major areas showing a concentration of EIA sites, 
discussed above, are all in the northern half of the island. In the 
southern half, especially in the Wet Zone (the southwestern part of 
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the island) such EIA sites are conspicuous by their absence. Two 
exceptions are the Gal-atara site (a cist burial) and Makevita. A few 
BRW sites have also been discovered along the Kelani River. In the 
southern extremity of the island, outside the Wet Zone, some BRW 
sites have been found near the estuaries of the Walawe Ganga, the 
Kirindi Oya and the Kumbukkan Oya.** In 1996, excavations carried 
out at Ridiyagama (at the estuary of the Walawe Ganga) by 
Bopearachchi and others brought to light unmistakable evidence of 
the spread of the EJA culture in that area. ‘We were able to collect’, 
Bopearachchi reports, ‘not only at Ridiyagama, but also along the 
Walawe Ganga, large quantities of early Black and Red Ware, some 
of which were engraved with early megalithic symbols’.*’ In his 
view, these ‘ceramic types can be dated with certainty back to the 
fourth and third centuries B.C.” 


Anuradhapura 


The most important EJA site from the point of view of future 
history is Anuradhapura, almost centrally placed between the 
northwestern urn burial sites and the northeastern Yan Oya cist 
burial complex. Although no burials belonging to this age have so far 
been identified here, the earliest occupation site uncovered during 
excavations revealed the presence of BRW pottery and iron 
technology. Perhaps the most excavated site in Sri Lanka, it has also 
been established as the largest EIA settlement in the island. It is also 
one of the earliest EIA settlements with clearly determined dates. 

Furthermore, it is different from all the other known EIA sites on 
account of its early urban character."! 


It will be difficult to reject any links between Anuradhapura and 
Pomparippu. The latter is by far the most important EJA site with 
implications for an understanding of some of the early developments 
after the end of the Mesolithic period. It is easily the largest and 
possibly one of the earliest urn burial/BRW sites in the island. With 
an estimated 8,000 burials, in which are the remains of about 12,000 
persons, there is no doubt that a large settlement existed in that area. 
It was possibly in the vicinity of an early urban centre. Looking at 
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the evidence of the earliest historical traditions, one can only think of 
the first known centre of authority, Tambapanni. This centre was 
later supplanted by Anuradhapura, and it would be an interesting 
pursuit to establish the process by which this happened. 


Cultural factors 


Seneviratne has drawn attention to the unmistakable evidence for 
the cultural homogeneity of the coastal sites and the inland sites, 
comparing the burial ware and other artefacts from these sites. He 
points to the parallel pottery forms, namcly the BRW, found in the 
sites of the northwest coast (Pomparippu and Kollankanatta) and the 
inland sites (Anuradhapura and Galsohonkanatta) and concludes: 
‘From this it is evident that the inland movement was initiated from 
the northwest region of Sri Lanka, thus forming a homogeneous 
techno-cultural complex covering the whole of northern Sri Lanka’.” 
He is inclined to think that the population of the northwest expanded 
towards Anuradhapura because the soil and the terrain there attracted 


them.” 


But it would appear that, more than indicating a demographic 
expansion inwards, the evidence of the EIA sites points to the spread 
of the new culture inland from the area where it first established 
itself successfully. It is now known that there was a settlement at 
Anuradhapura as early as 900 BCE.“ Lying within only about 70 km 
from the coast, the settlement at Anuradhapura would have been in 
contact with the coastal settlement. An internal trade network would 
have also linked the two areas. When the new culture was 
transforming the coastal settlement, introducing elements of 
civilization, the Anuradhapura settlement would not have been left 
untouched by the new influences. It was an area where a chiefdom 
would have been established very early; and, the new EIA culture 
would have spread through the elites in that settlement. Excavations 
at Anuradhapura seem to indicate that there was an overlap of the 
Mesolithic phase with the EIA, prompting Seneviratne to suggest 
that there may have been ‘a cultural and a physical fusion between 
the indigenous Mesolithic people and the iron using Megalithic 
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cultural groups.’ Physical anthropologists have indicated that even 
at Pomparippu biological affinities between the Mesolithic people 
and the Megalithic people are discernible in the skeletal remains.” 
The new culture, unquestionably, was spreading among an existing 
population, as one would expect when a superior culture is brought 
to a new place. 


Tambapanni and Anuraddhagama 


The demise of Tambapanni appears to have been the result of the 
rise of Anuradhapura. Known in the early stages as Anuradhagima 
(Anourogrammon of the Graeco-Roman writers), Anuradhapura 
seems to have quickly adopted the elementary irrigation technology 
introduced by the EIA culture and become economically strong. It 
was also at the receiving end of beneficial influences from the long 
distance trade with north India and appears to have gained control of 
the port of Matota through which that trade passed. Very early, a 
group that had adopted Prakrit and come under the influence of 
Sanskritisation was in control of Anuradhapura. If the corpus of 
Vijaya legends is anything to go by, an elite group of north Indian 
origin may have gained control of Tambapanni first and later moved 
to Anuradhapura. The Pandu connection, reflected in both the Vijaya 
legends and the Pandukabhaya cycle of legends, seems to preserve 
the memory of close links between the Tambapanni rulers and those 
of Matirai on the opposite coast, namely the Pandu (Sanskrit 
Pandya) lineage, who too had come under strong Sanskritic 
influences.*’ The emergence of Anuradhapura as the most powerful 
chiefdom in the island appears to have occurred before 300 BCE. 


Chronology 


Recent archaeological work, particularly the excavations and 
researches of Siran Deraniyagala, Vimala Begley, Bennet Bronson, 
Robin Coningham and F.R. Allchin, have helped enormously to 
determine the dates of some of the EIA sites. Consequently, one is in 
a better position now to provide a reliable chronology for the EIA in 
Sri Lanka and to revise some earlier views. A similar scientific 
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dating of various important sites in Tamil Nadu has made it possible 
to look at the whole region and view developments with a better 
perspective. 


Though not likely to be the earliest of the EIA habitation sites in 
the island, Anuradhapura has been the focus of investigation by 
leading archaeologists in the last three to four decades. As a result, it 
has turned out to be a place where very early dates have been 
established for EIA artefacts. A number of radiocarbon dates have 
been secured for the citadel area of Anuradhapura and with the help 
of these Siran Deraniyagala assigned the period c. 900-600 BC 
(BCE) for the Protohistoric Iron Age at Anuradhapura in 1992." The 
early commencement date of c. 900 BCE received confirmation from 
the excavation conducted by a British team that included F.R. 
Allchin and Robin Coningham.”? In recent years, on the basis of 
more radiocarbon dates, Deraniyagala has claimed that the ‘earliest 
manifestation’ of the  protohistoric Early Iron Age is 
radiocarbondated to c. 1000-800 BCE ™ ‘It is very likely’, in his 
view, ‘that further investigations will push back the Sri Lankan lower 
boundary to match that of South India’ (1200 BCE).*! . 


Radiocarbon dates obtained from other sites, too, support the 
view that the EIA in Sri Lanka began in the early centuries of the 
first millennium BCE. The Ibbankatuva burial site, for instance, has 
a radiocarbon date placing it in the eighth century BCE.” Some early 
dates have been obtained at Kantarodai, too, but Deraniyagala is of 
the opinion that a ‘ protohistoric Iron Age component is lacking in 
the sample’ used for dating the site.” In the case of the important urn 
burial complex at Pomparippu, despite all the attention focused on it 
over several decades, absolute dates are still not available. While 
Begley is of the view that this site is datable to the same period as 
Arikamedu in Tamil Nadu, Seneviratne favours a date in the first 
half of the first millennium BCE.™ 


Seneviratne’s arguments for a higher antiquity for the 


northwestern burial complex in comparison with the date for those of — 
the north-central region are worthy of note. ‘If the logical direction 
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of the inland movement of the Iron Age culture extended from the 
north-west to the north-central areas, then the former area may 
possess a higher antiquity, perhaps a date around c. 600 B.C.’ The 
other point he makes is that ‘a date of c.7/6th century B.C. for the 
earliest intrusions made by the iron using culture in the north-west 
may indirectly substantiate the C-14 date of 785 B.C. assigned for 
Korkai’ (on the Tamil Nadu coast).°° But this argument was 
presented in 1984, before a date closer to 1000 BCE was established 
by later excavations in Anuradhapura. In the light of the new dates 
for the EIA in Anuradhapura, if one adopts the first argument of 
Seneviratne, an even earlier date will have to be assigned for the 
spread of the new culture in northwestern Sri Lanka. 


In the present state of our knowledge, with the few absolute dates 
that are available for some of the sites in south India and Sri Lanka, 
it is possible to conclude that the EIA culture, along with the urn and 
cist burial practices and use of iron technology, had begun to spread 
in south India about 1200 BCE and had crossed over to Sri Lanka by 
about 1000 BCE. 


Causes of cultural diffusion 
Long distance trade 


It is generally agreed that the EIA culture was an intrusive one in 
peninsular India and Sri Lanka. As stated earlier, there is much 
controversy about the origins of this culture. In the present state of 
knowledge, it is not possible to arrive at anything conclusive. 
Whatever the origins, there may have been different forces that 
combined to bring the various concomitants of this culture to the 
subcontinent. One of them without doubt was long distance trade. 
The introduction of this culture as well as the rise of urbanism in the 
first millennium BCE in the SISL region is directly linked to the 
development of long distance maritime trade that brought traders 


from West Asia and the Mediterranean, from Gujarat and the 


_Gangetic Valley. 
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For a long time scholars have surmised that commercial interests 
brought traders from the west to the shores of south India at a very 
early date. From about the end of the second millennium BCE, 
Mediterranean trade, among other factors, created a new demand for 
products of the SISL region. The emergence of the Phoenicians, the 
intrepid long distance traders of this time, seems to have had some 
link to the beginnings of West Asian trade in the Indian Ocean. The 
demand for SISL products in the Mediterranean area appears to have 
provided the stimulus for the emergence of an internal trade network 
in this region and the exploitation of resources, leading to the 
establishment and spread of new settlements along the coast as well ~ 
as in areas close to mineral and other valuable resources. 


Pearl trade 


One of the most sought after articles of trade was the pearl of the 
Gulf of Mannar. As for pearl fishery and trade in pearls in the EJA, 
the archaeological record is scant. Korkai on the Tamil Nadu side of 
the Gulf and Pookulam on the northwestern coast of Sri Lanka have 
yielded oyster shells supporting the supposition that pearls were 
among the articles sought after in the EIA. Greek, Sanskrit and Tamil 
literary sources of the EHP reveal that the pearls from the Gulf of 
Mannar were among the best and most valuable in the ancient 
world.*° The demand for pearls seems to have begun even before the 
EHP. It is quite possible that traders from West Asia, like the 
Phoenicians who were fearless maritime traders at the beginning of 
the first millennium BCE, had created a demand for pearls from the 
Gulf of Mannar.*’ 


There seems little doubt that pearls from the narrow sea 
separating Sri Lanka and Tamil Nadu were bought by long-distance 
traders and taken to North India and possibly West Asia as early as 
the fourth century BCE. Megasthenes, one of the earliest Greek 
writers to leave behind valuable notices of Sri Lanka, wrote in the 
fourth century BCE that the inhabitants of the island were ‘more 
productive of gold and large pearls than the Indians’.*® No doubt he 
obtained his information when he was the Greek ambassador at the 
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court of the Mauryan emperor Chandragupta, That the pearls from 
the Tamil Nadu and Sri Lankan coasts were well known in the 
Mauryan capital is inferred from the references in the Sanskrit 
treatise, Arthasistra, to two types of pearls, namely Pandya 
Kavataka and Tamravarnika, which names help to identify them as 
pearls from the SISL region.*” 


While these early Greek and Sanskrit literary sources confirm the 
emergence of pearl as an important article of trade in the SISL region 
in the middle of the first millennium BCE, the earliest Tamil literary 
sources, the Sangam poems, provide vivid allusions to the pearl 
fishery and those who were engaged in this occupation along the 
southeastern coast of Tamil Nadu, especially in the area of the 
ancient port of Korkai. Thus, based upon all this evidence, it is 
clear that long distance traders came to the ports in the Gulf of 
Mannar in search of pearls in the later centuries of the first 
millennium BCE, if not earlier. 


Demand for chanks 


Another marine product, the chank (Indian conch shell), will no 
doubt have to be counted as one of the earliest articles in demand 
among the people of SISL, even during the Mesolithic Period. 
Anyone familiar with South Asian culture and rituals will know that 
the humble chank has a variety of uses in traditional life. It is used as 
a ceremonial trumpet, a libation vessel, a symbol of good omen and 
an amulet. Since it is considered to be an auspicious object and a 
charm against evil, the chank is also used for making ornaments such 
as rings, beads and bangles.°' These uses of the chank are known in 
South Asia from very ancient times. It is no surprise, therefore, that it 
was an important article of trade and barter among prehistoric people 
in SISL. 


The chank is found in large quantities in the shallow waters of the 
Gulf of Mannar and the Palk Strait. The area abounding in chank 
oysters extends from there around the southern coast of Tamil Nadu 
to Kerala. The archacological record reveals that the chank, like the 
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PLATE 6. 


The Pallaya connection: Pallaya style relief sculpture at Isurumuniya. Identified as the 
figure of the Hindu deity Aiyanar by the Dutch art historian , Prof, J.E. Van Lohuizen — De 
Lecuw. See p.219. ‘This work has earned the highest encomiums from art critics; and, in 
the studied restraint which characterizes the form of the man, the paucity of jewellery which 
accentuates the plastic form, and in the clongated slender limbs, the work is reminiscent of 
the sculpture executed under the patronage of the Pallavas of Kanchi.” (Prof. S.Paranavitana). 

Phote: March 2005, by the author, Courtesy: Department of Archacology. 


PLATE 7. 
The Pallava connection: Nalanda Gedige, Nalanda, This is the earliest known 
building in Sri Lanka “which was entirely of stone construction’ (S. Paranavitana), 
Late Pallava style ~ 8" century, '...there is general agreement that it is an cntircly 
“imported” monument in a generally South Indian style’ (Prof, Senake 
Bandaranayake). 

Photo: March 2005, by the author Courtesy; Department of Archacolagy. 


pearl, featured prominently among the articles associated with the 
EIA culture in SISL."? With the rise of long distance commerce, 
traders from north India and the interior of peninsular India would” 
have included chanks among their chief merchandise, 


Gems and other exotic products 


Besides the marine products of pearls and chanks, there were also 
some mineral and other products from the interior that were already 
in demand in the EIA. Among these, gems were the most important. 
That gems were among the more valuable articles of trade in the 
EHP, becoming important items in the long distance trade of the 
SISL region, is well known. Very carly in its history, Sri Lanka 
gained the name Ratnadvipa (Island of Gems) on account of its 
renowned gems. From the time of Ptolemy, the Graeco-Roman 
sources refer to the precious stones of Sri Lanka, particularly beryl 
and hyacinth. The Sangam literature of the Tamils bear ample 
testimony to the importance of the gem industry in Tamil Nadu. 
Recent archaeological excavations in Tamil Nadu have provided 
more evidence about this lucrative industry in the EIA. 


There were also a few exotic wild products that brought long 
distance traders to the SISL ports. Ivory and peacock feather were 
two such items. For a long time it has been surmised that some of 
these exotic wild products were sought after by West Asian traders. 
The reference in the Bible to King Solomon’s ships bringing ivory, 
gold, apes and peacock from distant lands has been used in support 
of this claim on account of the Hebrew words for these items. These 
words, it has been claimed, are derived from Sanskrit or Tamil, 
indicating that the items originated from South Asia.” 


The growth of long distance trade from north India across the 
Vindhyas through the ancient Daksinaipatha (the southern route) as 
well as along the eastern and western coasts gave an impetus to the 
spread of the EIA culture to the southern tip of the subcontinent and 
then across the narrow sea to Sri Lanka. By all indications, the 
interest of Mediterranean traders in the luxury items that were 
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procurable from the SISL region also led to the beginnings of an 
active and lucrative trade with the west that continued well into the 
EHP. In addition to helping the spread of the salient elements of the 
EIA culture in different parts of the SISL region, the Mediterranean 
and north Indian connections brought new influences that became 
significant factors in the rise of urbanism and the emergence of states 
in SISL. 


Other economic factors 


There were probably other factors, too, that led to the spread of 
the EIA culture into the southern part of Tamil Nadu and Sri Lanka 
in the first millennium BCE. Gunawardana suggests that there were 
also economic reasons other than trade for migration of people from 
south India in this period. ‘South Indian peoples occupying such 
ecological zones like montane tracts (kurific’) and scrubland (mullai) 
were constantly facing shortages of subsistence resources’ and, 
Gunawardana argues, one of the options these peoples faced was 
‘migration to more favourable ecological zones’, including those in 
Sri Lanka. ‘Migrations of South Indian peoples propelled most 
probably by ecological and demographic pressures ’, in his view, 
‘were among the causes of warfare in ancient Sri Lanka.’ His 
contention is: 


If people from unattractive ecological zones formed the main 
element among immigrants, it is also likely that dynamic 
peoples from the coastal (neytal) tracts like the paratavar were 
also involved in these activities. As Sumati has pointed out, 
the paratavar were fishermen who later developed into a 
group which played an important role in long-distance trade, 
and Seneviratne has drawn attention to evidence which points 
to the possibility that they were known in ancient Sri Lanka. 
Collaboration between fishermen/traders and men who wanted 
to settle down in more productive land would have been 
essential for the latter to obtain transport across the Palk Strait. 
Many migrations would have gone unrecorded, but the 
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chroniclers have preserved traditions about several instances 
of ‘invaders’ from South India settling down in the island.© 


The First Urban Centres 


The expansion of the exchange network, the emergence of small 
exchange centres and the arrival of long distance traders inevitably 
led to the growth of the first urban centres in the SISL region. It 
comes as no surprise that the earliest urban centres/ centres of 
authority that we hear of in this region, from the traditions preserved 
in the early literary sources, lay on the shores of the pearl and chank- 
rich Gulf of Mannar. There was Matirai (Madura) on the : 
southeastern coast of Tamil Nadu, presumably near the estuary of the 
Vaigai River, and there was Tambapanni on the northwestern coast 
of Sri Lanka. They were obviously important ports for the trade in 
pearls and chanks as well as for articles such as ivory and peacock 
feather from the interior. 


Rise of Matirai (Madura) 


One of the earliest urban centres in the SISL region, and perhaps 
the earliest in the core of this region, was Matirai. Its name is 
suggestive of this. Matirai could be derived from the Tamil word 
matir/matil, meaning an outer wall. Matirai would, therefore, mean 
‘The Walled Area (City)’. Such a name was given presumably 
because it was the first and only fortified urban area there when it 
was established. The importance attached to the circumvallation of 
the emerging urban centre is clearly reflected in the name. The 
information available about this early urban centre is scanty, in the 
form of traditions preserved in a later literary source.” According to 
this source, it was the seat of the Pandya lineage and was destroyed 
by a deluge. A second city was then built along the coast and was 
given the name of Kapatapuram (Pandya Kavata in the Sanskrit 
sources), with a meaning similar to that of Matirai, namely “The City 
with Portals’. Kapatapuram, according to the same tradition, 
suffered the same fate as Matirai and the seat of the Pandyas was 
then moved interior to another site that was also named Matirai. To 
distinguish this city from the first Matirai, the latter came to be 
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referred to in Tamil tradition as Ten Matiral (later Ten Maturai, 
following the Sanskritisation of the name), meaning ‘Southern 
Matirai’, and Dakkhina Madhura in the Pali tradition. As 
Paranavitana has pointed out, it is this city that is referred to in the 
Mahdavamsa (in the Vijaya legend) as Dakkhinam Madhuram.® 


Rise of Tambapanni 


The earliest known urban centre/ centre of authority on the Sri 
Lankan coast of the Gulf Mannar was Tambapanni, again a city 
about which only fragmentary information is preserved in later 
literary sources. The Pali chronicles of Sri Lanka, which preserve 
this information in the form of legends relating to the period before 
the introduction of Buddhism, indicate that Tambapanni was a port 
and the seat of a ruling lineage long before Anuradhapura came into 
prominence. What happened to this early urban centre, perhaps the 
first one, in Sri Lanka is not known. But before it disappeared into 
obscurity, it had succeeded in giving its name to the main kingdom 
on the northwestern coast and to the island, a name by which people 
in the Mauryan Empire and the Graeco-Roman world came to know 
the island. Whether the ruling lineage of Tambapanni decided to 
move their seat to the interior, to Anuradhagadma (later 
Anuradhapura), for reasons similar to those that compelled the 
Pandyas to move interior, or whether a separate but more powerful 
lineage based at Anuradhagama succeeded in supplanting 
Tambapanni and eclipsing it is not easy to determine. What is 
important is that traditions preserved in the Pali chronicles indicate 
that some time in the middle of the first millennium BCE 
Tambapanni on the northwestern coast of Sri Lanka and Matirai in 
southern India had emerged as urban centres and the seats of ruling 
lineages. 


In the context of the rise of these two urban centres, one may also 
consider the significance of the name Tambraparni/ Tambapanni. 
The name Tambapanni is the Pali form of the Sanskrit Tamraparni 
and is common to the major river in Tirunelveli (Tambraparni River) 
and to the ancient chiefdom in northwest Sri Lanka. It is not known 
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whether the area around the estuary of the modern Tambraparni river 
was also known by the same name in ancient times. If so, this would 
be comparable to the Irish kingdom of Dal Riata extending from the 
north of Ireland across the sea to the west of Scotland, which part 
was known as Dalriada (the difference is merely one of Irish and 
non-Irish spelling). The sea dividing the two regions was a unifier 
and indeed for some time the two parts were ruled as one kingdom.” 
One wonders whether the Tambraparni region of Tamil Nadu and the 
Tambapanni of Sri Lanka were similarly under one rule at one time. 
Whether there was a common political authority or not, the 
populations of the two regions appear to have interacted as people of 
one kingdom, with their common interests in the pearl and chank 
fishery in the sea that united them. . 


The rise of Matirai and Tambapanni was clearly the result of the 
exchange network brought about by the spread of the EJA culture. 
These two ports emerged as important exchange centres, chiefly on 
account of the chank and pearl fisheries, and rose to the position of 
seats of chiefdoms. They were linked to the ports of western India 
and eastern India by coastal sea routes. Traders from north India and 
from the Mediterranean began to frequent these ports early in the 
first millennium BCE. In the wake of the north Indian trade came 
new cultural influences in the form of Sanskritisation, as it happened 
later when Indian traders went to the Southeast Asian chiefdoms. 


Sanskritisation 


The pattern of developments in the SISL region in the EIA is 
similar to that in Southeast Asia in the early centuries of the 
Common Era. When the EIA dawned in the SISL region, it was 
untouched by Sanskritic influences in the same way as Southeast 
Asia was before the Common Era. The development of long distance 
trade brought north Indian traders whose dominance had made 
Prakrit the lingua franca of South Asian trade. The introduction of 
Prakrit was without doubt one of the key results of the long distance”, 
trade. But there were also other important aspects of north Jndian 
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culture that flowed as a consequence of this trade. These were 
elements of what may be called the process of Sanskritisation.”” 


The process of Sanskritisation is not something that can be easily 
traced. While archaeology may provide some evidence of north 
Indian contacts, there are no written records to help trace the 
developments. What is available to find out something about this 
process is the body of myths and legends relating to the events of this 
time as preserved in the literary sources of the EHP. These myths 
and legends help to establish a pattern in the process of 
Sanskritisation in the SISL region, a pattern that is seen repeated a 
few centuries later in Southeast Asia in the wake of long distance 
trade with that region. These myths and legends are mainly preserved 
in the Pali chronicles of Sri Lanka, the Buddhist /¢aka stories and to 
a small extent in the earliest Tamil literary works. They later found 
their way into Sanskrit and Chinese Buddhist writings, too. 


The main aspects of this pattern are the arrival of civilized 
persons (Brahmanas or Ksatriyas) to the ports by design or by 
accident, the confrontation between the leaders of the visiting groups 
and the local elite, the description of the backward locals as non- 
human creatures, the victory over or reconciliation with the locals, 
and, most importantly, the marriage of the leader of the visitors with 
the leading maiden of the local population culminating in the 
establishment of a north Indian-style ruling lineage in the area of the 
local people. The ruler adopts the north Indian Brahmanical ideology 
in the new polity, links his family with an ancient north Indian 
lineage and introduces Brahmanical rituals and the use of the 
Sanskrit language by the appointment of Brahmana court-priests 
(purohita). The elites find it fashionable to adopt Sanskrit/ Prakrit 
names or to Sanskritise their names. Even place-names get 
Sanskritised or get altered to new Sanskrit names. Thus, the way is 
opened for the flow of north Indian cultural practices and ideas at the 
elite level. 


The legends relating to Agastya, ParaSurama, Kaundinya, Vijaya, 
Arjuna, the Pandyas, the Colas and the Pallavas show aspects of this 
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pattern with minor variations.’”’” The Agastya and Parasurama: 
legends deal with Brahmanical leaders coming to south India, 
subduing places in the south and making their homes there or 
bringing Brahmana settlers. The Arjuna and Vijaya legends relate to 
princes from north India venturing into areas in the south, 
confronting and subduing the backward people there and finally 
establishing their authority in those areas after marrying local 
maidens. The Kaundinya legend is very similar to these, except that 
the hero is a Brahmana and not a Ksatriya prince. The local maidens » 
they married are portrayed as non-human beings, a stereotype . 
applied to the people of lands beyond north India who had not come 
under the influence of Sanskritisation. In the case of the legends 
associated with the Pandyas, Colas and Pallavas, one finds that the 
ancestors of these ruling families of the south are linked to 
established lineages of north India, thus implying that they came 
from the north. 


The EIA culture and long distance trade ushered in a new age, 
ending the prehistoric period in the SISL region. While archaeology 
remains the main and most reliable source for this period, the 
legends provide some evidence of the far-reaching developments that 
took place during this period. The emergence of Tambapanni and 
Matirai as the centres of two major chiefdoms that later grew into 
leading kingdoms in this region is to be understood with the help of 
these sources. Since the legends relating to Tambapanni found a 
permanent place in the Pali chronicles of Sri Lanka, details of these 
legends have been better preserved when one compares their 
survivfal with the fate of the south Indian legends. For this reason, 
the Tambapanni legends are also useful in providing clues to 
understanding the developments on the Tamil Nadu side. 


Tambapanni and Matirai were two of the coastal centres where 
the Mesolithic people came into contact with traders. The two places 
had probably emerged as important exchange centres towards the 
end of the Mesolithic period. They were therefore places where the 
intruding EIA culture made an early impact. The new culture, in all 
probability, helped the chiefs or those wielding authority to assume | 
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greater importance and more power. Long distance trade brought 
about more changes. At first, there was possibly some hostility. It is 
possible that, at some stage, leaders among the traders, or others who 
had joined them, gained authority either by marrying into the 
families of the chiefs or by using their superior military power. 
Where this did not happen, the chiefs themselves, along with other 
elites, adopted the culture of the traders and opened the way for 
Sanskritisation. 


Kaundinya 
legends 

Brahmana leader 
Opposition by Nagas 
in sea battle 
Use of superior power 
Victory over Nagas 
Marriage with Naga 
Rule over Naga 
Brahmanical system 


kingdom and 
introduction of 


Chronology | 


Vijaya 
legends 


It is not easy to provide a chronological sequence to these 
developments. The evidence currently available from archaeology 
seems to indicate that the EJA culture spread across the SISL region 
from about the beginning of the first millennium BCE. Long distance 
trade along the western and eastern coasts of India probably reached 
an active phase in the early centuries of that millennium, creating a 
lucrative market in luxury goods in the ports of Sri Lanka and Tamil 
Nadu by the middle of the millennium. There were no doubt very 
close relations between the chiefdom based at Tambapanni and the 
one based at Matirai. It is indeed possible that at one stage 
Tambapanni had authority over the area around the estuary of the 
Tambraparni on the Tamil Nadu coast. The legends relating to the 
Pandu family of Tambapanni may also reveal links with the Pandyas 
of Matirai.” 
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and reconciliation 


with Yakkha maiden 
Marriage with Yakkha 
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Opposition by non- 
Brahmans 

Use of superior 
weapon (parasu) and 
acquisition of new 
lands for settlement 


Victory and 
| Brahmanical practices 


_ Brahmana leader 
» Non-Brahmana 


- enemies 
' Introduction of 


Towards the end of the EIA, the centre of power had moved from 
the northwestern coast of Sri Lanka to the interior centre of 
Anuradhagama. Similarly, the Pandyas had also shifted their centre 
from the Tamraparni-Vaigai coast to the interior centre, also named 
Matirai, which had been Sanskritised as Madhura. At the beginning 
of the third century BCE, by all indications, the two had become 
centres of small kingdoms. 


Agastya 
legends 
Victory over Raksasas 

and acceptance as 


Use of mystic powers 
Sage of the South 


Opposition by Vatapi 
and Hvala 

and superior 
knowledge 

Marriage with local 
Spread of Vedic | 
knowledge 


Brahmana rishi 
princess 


Raksasas 


Common Elements in the Sankritisation legends of South India, Sri Lanka and Southeast Asia 
elements 


Common 


Marriage of leader to 


achieve dominance 
local maiden 


Brahmana/ Ksatriya 
Existence of non- 
human local 
Resistance by and 
confrontation with 
local population 
knowledge/ power to 


population 
Introduction of 


Brahmanical 


Use of superior 
ideology 


Arrival of 
Victory and 
reconciliation 
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Language and literacy 


The establishment of a developed and more sophisticated polity 
or polities was without doubt accompanied by significant social and 
cultural developments. These would have included advances in the 
use of language and literacy. The spread of the advanced EIA culture 
must have been accompanied by the development of one or,more of 
the languages that were already in use or by the introduction of more 
advanced languages. Those who were responsible for the spread of 
the EIA culture would have also spread the language or languages 
they used. In a similar manner, traders would have also shared this 
responsibility. 


Although there is no dearth of theories about the language or 
languages associated with the EIA culture, identifying the languages 
spoken by those who spread this culture and by those among whom 
this culture spread is one of the most difficult problems confronting 
scholars. Various theories have been floated ever since the discovery 
of the archaeological remains of um burials and megalithic 
monuments in south India in the nineteenth century. One of the 
earliest, and still the most popular, theory is that the people who 
introduced this culture to peninsular India were speakers of 
Dravidian languages.” 


Earliest records 


Without the aid of written records there is no way of determining 
the language or languages spoken by any pre-literate society. That 
the people associated with the EJA culture used some kind of writing 
system for certain limited purposes may not be disputed. They used a 
set of characters, commonly referred to as non-Brahmi symbols or 
graffiti symbols, which have survived as graffiti marks on sherds of 
pottery. These characters as yet remain undeciphered. They were in 
use long before a phonetic script, the well-known Brahmi, was 
adopted in peninsular India and Sri Lanka. As long as they remain 
undeciphered, they cannot provide any clue to the language or 
languages spoken by the users of these symbols. 
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We are on firmer ground, however, when we get to the material 
with Brahmi writing. Almost all the material with Brahmi writing in 
SISL cannot be dated to a period prior to 300 BCE. The only 
exceptions are the potsherds with Brahmi graffiti discovered in 
excavations at Anuradhapura a few years ago and carbondated to the 
middle of the first millennium BCE. But such material cannot be 
reliably used to determine the language spoken by the people who 
lived in Anuradhapura at that time. Graffiti on pots, which were 
almost always names, were used to indicate ownership and traders 
inscribed their names on pots to show ownership of the contents.” 
The inscribed sherds from Anuradhapura, valuable though they are 
for the chronology of the Brahmi script, are interesting only in 
providing clues relating to the contacts that the early urban centre of 
Anuradhapura had with long distance traders as well as for the 
revelation that the Brahmi script was known, at least at the elite 
level, at such an early stage in the history of the region.” 


Any search for the languages spoken in the EIA will have to 
begin with the earliest inscriptional and literary records we have. The 
earliest stone inscriptions in Sri Lanka, datable to about the second 
century BCE, are all in Prakrit. There are, however, traces of 
Dravidian-language influence in vocabulary and phonology. The 
earliest stone inscriptions in Tamil Nadu, also datable to the second 
century BCE, are in Old Tamil but betray influence of Prakrit. The 
graffiti on potsherds, whose dates have not been precisely 
determined but which belong to the EHP, are mostly in Prakrit with a 
few in Tamil as far as Sri Lanka is concerned. On the Tamil Nadu 
side the potsherd graffiti are mostly in Tamil with a few in Prakrit. In 
addition to these, there are also coins and at least one seal with 
Brahmi legends. Some of these legends are in Tamil while others are 
in Prakrit. All these inscriptions are records of the elites — traders, 
monks and rulers as well as administrators. They reflect the two 
dominant languages that were used as written languages by the elites 
in the EHP. 
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Tam] and Hela 


In the EHP, on the Tamil Nadu side, there is even more important 
evidence relating to the linguistic situation that leaves one in no 
doubt about the evolution of a language that would dominate in the 
area in historical times. The emergence of Tamil as a developed 
literary medium is reflected in the large number of poetical works 
that collectively go by the popular name of Sangam poetry. In Sri 
Lanka, on the other hand, the establishment of the Buddhist Sangha 
(Church) and the royal patronage it received led to the language of 
Buddhism, namely Pali, having an edge over any other as a literary 
medium. But it took some time before the local monks mastered the 
new language and the earliest literary output in this medium took 
place towards the end of the EHP, about 300 CE. However, as a 
language that was already dead, Pali was not the spoken language. 
But there was an emerging literary language in which commentaries 
were written for the Pali canonical texts, a medium through which 
the monks could communicate with the local people. The name of 
this language, as known from later sources, has the forms Hela and 
E]u (Sihala in Pali). 


Was Hela the same as the language of the Brahmi cave 
inscriptions? Was it widely spoken in the island in the EHP? Was it 
the most dominant of the languages spoken at that time or was it the 
only language of the island people? Definite answers cannot be 
provided at present for these and other relevant questions. Much 
work remains to be done by historical linguists before we could say 
anything definite about the origins and development of Hela. None 
of the commentaries or other literary output in this language dating 
to the EHP has survived. The few scholars who have worked on the 

early inscriptions have expressed differing views on the language of 
these records and generally tended to avoid the issue of its 
connection with Hela. 
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Sinhalese-Prakrit 


It is generally agreed that the Hela of the EHP is the older form of 
the Sinhala language that is known to us through literary works and 
inscriptions from about the tenth century. He/a was clearly the name 
given for their language by the speakers of that language, while 
SihaJa was the name given to it in Pali. The Sanskritised form 
Simhaja became popular in later centuries. Scholars who have 
studied the inscriptions from the Brahmi cave records to those of 
about the twelfth century are inclined to support the view that some 
of the distinctive features of the later Sinhala language are to be seen. 
from about the eighth century. The language of the earliest records is 
a form of Prakrit, often referred to as Sinhalese-Prakrit.” It is not 
fully identifiable with any of the Prakrits of northern India. It shows 
some features that are similar to those in the Prakrit of western India 
and others that are akin to the features of the Prakrit of eastern India. 
As aresult, some have claimed that Sinhalese-Prakrit is closest to the 
Prakrit of western India and some others have claimed a close 
affinity with the Prakrit of eastern India. Yet another claim is that it 
is a Western Prakrit which was later ‘profoundly modified by a 
superimposed lingustic substratum of Eastern origin’. At least one 
scholar has classed it with the Prakrit of the south Indian 
inscriptions.” In view of this divergence of opinions, another scholar 
has concluded that this Sinhalese-Prakrit is a ‘composite language 
influenced by the sub-continent of India taken as a whole, and not by 


any particular region’. 


It is clear that much remains to be done in regard to the origins of 
the Sinhala language. For the present, it would appear that Sinhalese- 
Prakrit was considerably removed from the Indian Prakrits in the 
second century BCE (when the earliest Brahmi cave records appear). 
This would mean that after the introduction of one or more forms of 
Prakrit in the island, changes had taken place over a considerable 
period, perhaps two or more centuries. In all probability, the origin 
of Sinhalese-Prakrit in the island dates back to a time before the 
arrival of Prakrit-speaking Buddhist monks in the third century BCE. 
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To trace back the time when Prakrit was introduced to the island | 


will no doubt be a fascinating quest for historical linguists. For the 
moment, we have to start with the premise that Prakrit was not the 
language spoken by the Mesolithic people of Sri Lanka. This is a 
view that will not be contested by serious scholars. As stated earlier, 
in the present state of our knowledge, we have no evidence about the 
languages spoken by the Mesolithic people. The spread of the EIA 
culture and the development of long distance trade with western and 
eastern India would have, among other innovations, brought new 
languages to the island. Long distance trade, rather than the EIA 
culture that came via south India, would be the factor responsible for 
the introduction of Prakrit, the language of that trade in the first 
millennium BCE. 


When do we get any evidence for the presence of Prakrit-using 
traders in the island? The earliest evidence we have comes from 
Anuradhapura and it is carbondated to the middle of the first 
millennium BCE. This is in the form of fragmentary inscriptions on 
potsherds. The language of these inscriptions is identifiable as 
Prakrit. Few and fragmentary though they are and only indicative of 
restricted use by an elite group of traders, these early epigraphs may 


be taken to provide evidence of the arrival of Prakrit in the island in - 


the middle of the first millennium BCE or earlier. 


Language Replacement 


In the light of the above discussion, it is possible to conclude that 
some time between about 1000 BCE, when the Mesolithic Period 
draws to a close and the EIA culture begins to spread, and about 500 
BCE Prakrit had made its appearance in Sri Lanka. It was a language 
brought by traders — some from western India, some from eastern 
India and some others who had settled in the ports of southern India 
and exchange centres in the interior to exploit the lucrative marine 
and mineral resources in SISL. Before long it would have become a 
language used by the local elites and, in course of time, spread 
among the other inhabitants. 
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Renfrew’s models 


This brings us to the question of how a Prakrit language came to 
be widely used in the greater part of Sri Lanka by about the last 
quarter of the first millennium BCE, replacing the languages spoken 
in the Mesolithic Period and paving the way for the emergence of the 
Sinhala language. Such a phenomenon of linguistic replacement is 
not something peculiar to Sri Lanka. One sees this in the history of 
many countries. One of the best examples is what happened in 
Britain. In recent years, as already mentioned, the archaeologist 
Renfrew, working on the theme of archaeology and language, has _ 
drawn the attention of scholars to his theory of language replacement 
by proposing some models of language change. This theory is useful 
for the understanding of the process through which a Prakrit 
language came to be spoken in Sri Lanka.” It rejects the need for 
population change for language change to occur. 


In the Sri Lankan situation, one is reminded of those who base 
their arguments for population change on the occurrence of the BRW 
or Northern Black Polished Ware and jump to conclusions. The 
words of caution from two respected specialists in South Asian 
archacology, F.R. Allchin and Bridget Allchin, are relevant here: 


Another source of misconception is the tendency of 
archaeologists to identify single traits or groups of traits with 
people. Thus one reads of the first appearance of a certain type 
of pottery at a given site as evidence of the presence of the 
Indo-Aryans, that the Painted Gray Ware was the pottery of 
the Indo-Aryans, etc. While this may be partially true for some 
traits in special circumstances, perhaps for example with the 
first arrival of horses in a region, or of a new and different 
burial pattern, such cultural traits can and almost universally 
are acquired by one group from another without necessarily 
having refrence to ethnic origins or language, or other aspects: 
of culture.*° 
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Elite dominance 


Of the six models that Renfrew has proposed, Elite Dominance is 
more applicable to the Sri Lankan situation than any of the others. 
This model, as described earlier, assumes the arrival of a small group 
of well-organized people, speaking a different language, who are 
able to establish their dominance over the local population. In this 
model, the social organization of the incoming group is very 
important. Renfrew emphasizes: ‘They may not be large in number, 
but in order to bring the pre-existing population into subjection 
effectively, they must already display, I would argue, what the 
anthropologist terms “ranking”: they must already have a ranked or a 
stratified social organization.’ He argues that ‘it is only when a small 
incoming group is organized in such a way that it can expect to 
dominate a much larger resident population.”® 


Given the superior social organization of the small incoming 
group, this is what happens to the language of the existing population 
and that of the newcomers: the language of the new arrivals and the 
language of the local population will exist side by side for some time 
paving the way for a period of bilingualism. In course of time, the 
incoming group is assimilated into the local population and either its 
language prevails and the local language dies out, or the new 
language is forgotten and the local language prevails.” 


There is no reason why this model cannot apply to the Sri Lankan 
situation, although there is no need to rule out the operation of other 
factors as well. If long-distance traders came to the island from the 
northern parts of India very early in the first millennium BCE, as 
indeed they seem to have, their arrival coincided with the spread of 
the EIA culture via south India. The benefits of the new culture may 
not have worked so quickly as to bring about the rise of polities 
powerful enough to resist domination. by outsiders. By all 
indications, the first kingdoms in the island did not emerge before 
the middle of the first millennium BCE. Even after the emergence of 
a large and comparatively strong kingdom, in the second century 
BCE, a leader of a trading group did not find it difficult to seize 
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power and dominate the political scene for some time.®? It must have 
been not too difficult for trading groups from northern India to 
establish themselves in the exchange centres and centres of authority 
in various parts of the island and gradually gain dominance over the 
local population. 


The resident population was not yet organized socially or 
politically to resist this domination. Nor did they possess a language 
or languages that were developed enough to resist replacement by 
the language of newcomers. Presumably, there were more than one 
language spoken by the local population which not only would have ; 
weakened their resistance but, what is more important, created the 
need to adopt the language of the dominant minority incoming group 
as a link language at a time when the internal exchange network and 
contacts with the long-distance traders were expanding. In these 
circumstances, it is not difficult to see some features of Renfrew’s 
Elite Dominance model at work. The local languages and the Prakrit 
of the traders would have existed side-by-side for some time with at 
least the elite of the resident population becoming bilingual. In the 
long run, the language of the newcomers prevailed with, presumably, 
some elements from the local languages. 


Combination of different factors 


As discussed earlier, Coningham et al have pointed out that all the 
models ‘may have performed a function in the process of language 
replacement’ and that ‘Renfrew’s models omit the possibility of 
linguistic replacement through prolonged trade contact’.** This is a 
valid comment. It is very likely that in the Sri Lankan case a long 
period of contact with north Indian traders was responsible for 
language replacement. In this connection, Coningham et al have 
drawn attention to the argument put forward by Sherrat in whose 
view 


it could be argued that trading networks involving directional 


exchange ...would have created new demands for inter- 
regional communication, especially between elites. These 
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would have provided circumstances for the formation of 
pidgins and creoles, which because of their association with 
prestige activities could have slowly gained much wider 
currency in pre-literate communities.®° 


There is a strong possibility that such a situation existed in Sri 
Lanka. While long-distance trade appears to have played an 
important role in language replacement in the island, one cannot 
disagree with the argument that ‘there is no reason why the Sri 
Lankan linguistic replacement need have been monocausal rather 
than polycausal’. The southward movement of Jaina, Buddhist and 
Ajivika monks from north India from about the fourth century BCE, 
for instance, would have had an impact on Sri Lanka, too, adding 
another factor that strengthened the position of Prakrit in the island. 


The spread of the Prakrit dialects in some parts of India and Sri 
Lanka is comparable to that of the Indo-European languages in many 
areas of Europe. Commenting on the latter, the linguist H.R. Robins 
makes the following observation: 


...the spread of the Indo-European languages resulted, in the 
main, from the imposition of one of them on the earlier 
population of the territories occupied. In the historical period, 
within Indo-European, the same process can be seen at work 
in the western Roman Empire. Latin superseded the earlier, 
largely Celtic languages of the Iberian peninsula and of Gaul 
(France) not through population replacement (the number of 
_ Roman soldiers and settlers in the empire was never large) but 
through the abandonment of these languages by the inhabitants 
over the generations as they found in Latin the language of 
commerce, civilization, law, literature, and social prestige.*° 


One thing, however, is clear. There is no archaeological evidence 
in the island for any mass migration, be it from the north or the south 
of the subcontinent, or for that matter from any other place, in the 
first millennium BCE, resulting in the displacement or extermination 
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of the existing population. The Prakrit used in the EHP could only 


- have been the result of a process of slow language replacement. . 


The South Indian Scene 
Arrival of Prakrit 


Long-distance trade along the coastal sea routes and across the 
Deccan no doubt brought Prakrit-speaking north Indian traders to 
various trade centres in the south in the first millennium BCE. The . 
position of Prakrit introduced by these traders was further 
strengthened by the Buddhist, Jaina and Ajivika monks who crossed 
over to the south from about the fourth century. Going by the earliest 
inscriptions in south India, it would appear that Prakrit had a greater 
impact in Andhra, Karnataka and northern Tamil Nadu than in 
southern Tamil Nadu. All the earliest inscriptions in Andhra are in 
Prakrit. The earliest inscriptions of the Pallavas in northern Tamil 
Nadu are also in Prakrit. But in southern Tamil Nadu almost all the 
earliest stone inscriptions are in Old Tamil, some of them showing 
influence of Prakrit. There are, however, a few potsherd inscriptions 
from southern Tamil Nadu written in Prakrit. 


But Prakrit failed to gain ascendancy in the southern Tamil Nadu 
region. Well before 200 BCE, the dominance of the Tamil language 
seems to have led to a process of assimilation and integration of 
other language speakers into the Tamil-speaking ethnic group, thus 
paving the way for the evolution of the larger Tamil ethnic group of 
the EHP. This was, no doubt, a process that went on even in the later 
centuries. The presence of Munda and other non-Dravidian elements 
in the Tamil language may have to be explained as the result of the 
acculturation that took place in the period when the EIA Megalithic 
culture spread in south India. 


Although Prakrit was adopted by the elites for their records in 


Andhra, it did not succeed in replacing the language or languages of 
the local people. A local language, Telugu, did finally emerge as the 


97 


dominant language of Andhra, even though it took more than a 
millennium for this to occur. 


Emergence of Tamil 


The southern tip of the peninsula, the area that is now southern 
Tamil Nadu and southern Kerala, proved to be an exception. It was 
the only region in peninsular India, indeed in the whole of South 
Asia, where inscriptions were indited in a language not belonging to 
the Indo-Aryan sub-family. This may be an indication of the level of 
development of Tamil at the time Prakrit made its appearance. 
Historical linguists will no doubt in time find some good reasons for 
this. Judging by the literary output in Tamil in the EHP, namely the 
Sangam poems, it would seem that the Tamil language had reached a 
level of development to be employed as a literary medium in the 
second half of the first millennium BCE. The contact with Prakrit 
and Sanskrit appears to have provided the impetus for the 
development of Tamil. The fact that the Tamil language was firmly 
entrenched in the far south of the subcontinent and could not be 
dislodged by Prakrit or even Sanskritised like its neighbouring 
languages, Telugu, Kannada and Malayalam, had its implications for 
the linguistic scene in Sri Lanka. . 


As will be seen in the next chapter, the rise of Tamil as the most 
dominant language of present-day southern Tamil Nadu may not 
have occurred later than the middle of the first millennium BCE. It 
was the time when the EIA culture, with its special features of BRW, 
um burials, megaliths and iron tools as well as rice cultivation 
associated with an early system of irrigation, was spreading in all 
parts of southern Tamil Nadu and crossing over to Sri Lanka. 
Speakers of the Tamil language were without doubt associated with 
this cultural movement. It is possible that there were also speakers of 
other languages among the recipients, and later distributors, of this 
culture in this part of south India. 
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Spread of Tamil into Sri Lanka 


When the um burial practices of Adichchanallur were carried 
over to Pomaparippu and when the technology of the iron tools and 
BRW spread from the port of Korkai to the port of Matota, when the 
cist burial practices of the Vaigai Valley spread to the north-central 
plains of Sri Lanka watered by the Yan Oya, when those engaged in 
pearl fishery and chank fishery in the Palk Strait and the Gulf of 
Mannar frequented the Pamban Coast and the Puttalam Coast, one 
cannot imagine the Tamil language not being associated with these 
activities or being part of this cultural movement. Just as Prakrit, and . 
to an extent Sanskrit, was part of the cultural movement that flowed 
from north India along with long distance trade, so was Tamil part of 
the EJA cultural movement that spread from Tamil Nadu to Sri 
Lanka in the first millennium BCE. , 


When did the Tamil language (or its ancestor, Proto-Tamil- 
Malayalam) begin to spread in Sri Lanka? Where was it first 
introduced? Questions like these are difficult to answer and may 
probably never get the right answers. There is ample archaeological 
evidence for the cultural interaction between Tamil Nadu and Sri 
Lanka from prehistoric times. But, as Renfrew has reminded us, ‘the 
archaeological evidence from an early (and non-literate) period can 
tell us nothing directly about the languages which were spoken’.®” 
We know from the Mesolithic sites near the Tambraparni River in 
Tamil Nadu and those in Sri Lanka that there was a close interaction 
between the two areas in the second millennium BCE. But we do not 
know, and will probably never know, whether an ancestor of the 
Tamil language was spoken in the Tambraparni River region at that 
time. 


It is only when we get closer to the EHP that we are in a position 
to say with confidence that the Tamil language had achieved a 
dominant position among the languages spoken by the protohistoric 
peoples of Tamil Nadu. Assuming that the earliest of the Tamil 
Sangam poems were composed about the second century BCE 
(which is the date favoured by most modern scholars) and assigning 
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a period of two or three centuries for the language to reach the level 
of a literary medium, the middle of the first millennium BCE seems 
to be a reasonable date to mark the emergence of Tamil in south 
India. Tamil-speakers would have been present in Sri Lanka about 
that time. 


As discussed earlier, it is about that time that the first major 
chiefdoms seem to have emerged on either side of the Gulf of 
Mannar. Long-distance traders from north India and inter-regional 
traders from south India would have been major players in the 
significant socio-political, cultural and economic developments that 
took place in the SISL region. Sri Lanka appears to have been the 
focus of new linguistic influences — Prakrit from the north and Tamil 
from the south — that were to have far-reaching consequences in the 
history of the island. When the EHP dawns, the picture becomes 
clear with the availability of literary sources as well as epigraphic 
material. 


Archaeological record 


The process of change occurring in the middle of the first 
millennium BCE has left considerable material traces in the 
archaeological record, enabling us to infer when this process, which 
includes linguistic changes, became significant. However, it is to 
answer the question of where the processes of change began that the 
archaeological record is on firmer ground. As already seen, it is in 
the northern third of the island that we see a concentration of 
material traces of the new cultural influences from Tamil Nadu — the 
urn burials, the cist burials, BRW, iron technology and the 
beginnings of rice cultivation with the use of irrigation. The southern 
two-third of the island has so far yielded relatively few of these 
material traces, prompting Seneviratne to make this observation: 


...we have to recognize the fact that by the beginning of the 
Early Historic period around 3" Cent. B.C., there was a co- 
existence of various cultural nuclei in different physical areas 
of the island. Covering the broadest physical area was the 
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Mesolithic element which was also the substratum culture of 
the island. Then there was the cultural locus that developed 
primarily in northern Sri Lanka which appears to have had its 
impetus largely from South India. Another cultural locus 
developed in south-east Sri Lanka which may slightly post- 
date the northern locus, but had conclusively emerged as an 
independent geo-cultural unit at least by the 3 Cent. B.C. and 
seems to have had a stronger Indo-Aryan culture element in 
it. 


While the new social and economic landscape created by the~ 
spread of the EIA culture was accompanied by the arrival of not 
merely traders but also artisans and those skilled in exploiting marine 
and mineral resources, there was no mass migration of settlers either 
from north India or from south India. There was no displacement of 
the local population. The newcomers undoubtedly had an advantage 
over the local people and many of them would have constituted the 
elite in the new society. The chiefs and other leaders among the local 
population would have come under the influence of the newcomers 
and begun to adopt elements of the new culture. The archaeological 
remains of the new culture need not all be ascribed to outsiders. One 
cannot agree more with Seneviratne in this respect: 


The introduction of the ‘Iron Age’ to Sri Lanka has to be 
viewed more as a transmission of ‘culture elements’ through 
periodic contacts established by various groups where they 
physically and culturally intermingled with each other as well 
as with the existing Mesolithic people in such areas, in the 
course of which the latter came to adopt the higher culture 
elements of the iron using people.” . 


Prakrit and Tamil 


By all indications, Prakrit made rapid progress in the major part 
of Sri Lanka and its position was clearly augmented by the arrival of 
the Jaina, Ajivika and Buddhist religions. The mission of Mahinda in 
the third century and the royal patronage that Buddhism received 
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ensured the dominance that Prakrit was to enjoy in the EHP. 
However, in the northern third of the island, Tamil was a language to 
be reckoned with. In that part of Sri Lanka at least, it was in 
competition with Prakrit to replace the languages of the Mesolithic 
people. The developments in south India were to help Tamil 
immensely in this contest for dominance as far as the northernmost 
part of the island was concerned. 


Two major developments, one linguistic and the other political, in 
Tamil Nadu would have strengthened the spread of Tamil in northern 
Sri Lanka. One was the emergence of Tamil as a literary language 
that could compete with Prakrit and Sanskrit and hold its own against 
them. The other was the rise, so close to northern Sri Lanka, of the 
chiefdom of the Pandyas which became the centre for the 
development of Tamil literature. One may add a third factor, namely, 
the movement of the people known to us from the literary sources as 
Nagas to the northern peninsula and the islands. As Seneviratne says, 
* the significance of the Nagas (mentioned in literature) who were 
concentrated along the northern and the western coast cannot be 
overlooked in the early social and economic formations of the island 
and also as agents of a more cosmopolitan culture associated with 
long distance trade.’”? The Nagas of Tamil Nadu, it would appear, 
were on the way to being integrated into the dominant Tamil- 
speaking group in Tamil Nadu when Naga migrations to northern Sri 
Lanka began. The earliest Tamil poems of the Sangam anthology 
reveal names of poets with Naga connections, indicating their 
assimilation into the Tamil-speaking population. Since the Jaffna 
peninsula was not settled by Mesolithic people, the Nagas would 
have been the first settlers there, paving the way for the area to be 
called Nagadipa. Not only did they bring the new Iron Age cultural 
elements from south India but may have also introduced the Tamil 
language along with their own. The dominance of the Tamil 
language under Pandya patronage and the assimilation of the Nagas 
of Tamil Nadu into the Tamil-speaking population would have been 
strong influences that led to the demise of the Naga language and the 
emergence of Tamil in the northernmost region of Sri Lanka.”! 
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As will be seen later, language replacement and the evolution of a 
major ethnic community were well on their way by the beginning of 
the EHP. By the end of the third century BCE Prakrit had achieved 
the position of the written language of the elite. Prakrit names were 
also universally popular. And what is most important, a major ethnic 
group, whose language would be the Prakrit-derived Hela, had begun 
to evolve. 


Major ethnic groups 


This major ethnic group came to be also known as Hela. Its 
composition in the EIA would be impossible to determine. But it 
may have already included different ethnic groups, with Prakrit as 
the Jingua franca uniting all of them. These are again issues for the 
historical linguist to resolve. What will prove hard to refute is the 
emergence of a major ethnic group with Prakrit as the principal 
uniting force. That there was a similar process occurring in northern 
Sri Lanka, with Tamil as the uniting force, among other sections of 
the population cannot be easily dismissed. In Tamil Nadu, too, Tamil 
had emerged as the dominant language of the elite and begun to 
replace other languages. 


Almost to the end of the EIA the SISL region underwent 
transformation as a single region. The development of wet rice 
cultivation, a rudimentary tank system and iron technology as well as 
an internal trade network were common features of development for 
both Sri Lanka and Tamil Nadu. It is in that background that we see 
the beginnings of a writing system capable of being a vehicle for 
maintaining simple records and for inscribing labels on pottery. By 
all indications at present, the SISL region appears to have received 
the new script, if it had indeed not developed it, earlier than the other 
regions of South Asia. 
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The Brahmi Script 


The origin of this script, now known as Brahmi, is still an 
intriguing subject for scholars. More than a century of scientific 
archaeological work in West Asia and South Asia has failed to 
provide any clues to the origin of Brahmi. It makes its appearance 
suddenly as a well developed writing system which spread rapidly 
over the whole of South Asia and then began a process of regional 
development that culminated in the birth of all modern South Asian 
scripts, except the one used for Urdu. 


It is not impossible, in the context of the rapid advances towards 
urbanization and civilization that were being made in South Asia in 
the first millennium BCE, for a South Asian community or an 
‘intelligent individual to have invented the script. But the fact that all 
available written material in South Asia shows this script in an 
advanced, well-tried form, without any evidence of innovative 
attempts or early forms goes against such an assumption. It is hard to 
reject the view that Brahmi was introduced basically in the form in 
which we see it in the third century BCE (except for certain regional 
variations) as a fully developed script. 


Of the many theories about the origin of Brahmi, the most 
convincing is that it was introduced by traders from West Asia. Of 
all the scripts used in the first millennium BCE, before the date of 
the earliest Brahmi records, it is the scripts of some Mediterranean 
communities that resemble Brahmi. And of all the Mediterranean 
traders who might have helped in the invention, the Phoenicians 
seem to be the most likely. The Phoenicians have been celebrated not 
only as ‘vaunted seafarers and intrepid explorers’ but also as ‘learned 
scribes, who passed on the modern alphabet’.”? There is general 
agreement among scholars that the modern linear alphabet of the 
West arose in the Eastern Mediterranean region some time in the 
second millennium BCE. The Phoenician linear alphabetic script, it 
is believed, emerged at the end of the second millennium BCE as a 
result of simplifying and abstracting a system of pictographic 
character writing that was in use in the Sinai peninsula. 
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PHOENICIAN AND BRAHMI 


Similarities between Phoenician (Byblian) / Phoenician-derived 
scripts of the Mediterranean region and Brahmi 


Phoenician 
c 1000 


Brahmi 


Early Greek 
c 800 — 600 


Etruscan 
c700 — 
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With its twenty-two consonants, the Phoenician alphabet spread 
quickly in various directions. By the ninth century BCE, the new 
alphabet had been adopted by many Mediterranean languages such 
as Hebrew, Aramaic and Ammonite. With Phoenician commercial 
expansion, the alphabet was exported to areas in the Western 
Mediterranean as well. If, as argued earlier, the Phoenicians were 
trading in the ports of the western coast of India early in the first 
millennium BCE, it will not be surprising that they had inspired the 
local elite to adopt a system of writing for elementary recording of 
transactions and labelling. Looking at the Phoenician alphabet and 
the principle behind it, an intelligent local elite member could have 
easily devised the Brahmi script with or without the help of a 
Phoenician scribe. This may explain the developed stage at which we 
see the appearance of Brahmi. As Michael Cook has suggested, the 
invention of the Brahmi script seems to be the result of stimulus 
diffusion.”’ | 


Period of change 


The Early Iron Age, therefore, was a period of major 
developments that changed the entire landscape — political, social, 
cultural and economic. Among these was the crucial linguistic 
development of the local languages spoken by the Mesolithic people 
being gradually replaced by a Prakrit-based language in the greater 
part of the island and by Tamil in other parts. The old popular notion 
of the island being settled by Aryan migrants in this period has no 
basis. The term ‘Aryan’ or ‘Dravidian’ cannot justifiably be used to 
describe any section of the island’s population in the EIA or even 
later. The archaeological record does not offer evidence for any 
significant migration of people into the island in this period. 
Attention may be drawn here to Seneviratne’s conclusion, after a 
comprehensive study of Sri Lanka’s protohistory: 


Within the existing body of empirical evidence we cannot 


argue in favour of an ‘exodus’ of either ‘Dravidian’ 
Megalithic-BRW communities from South India or the 
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‘Aryans’ of north west/ east India, who arrived en-masse 
with a mission to ‘civilize’ Sri Lanka. Such a view is 
unscientific not only on account of its racial implications and 
that it entails an ethnic concept associated with the techno- 
cultural elements of the formative period, but it also ignores 
the actual internal and external impetus given to the 
dynamics of institutional development that provided the 
infrastructure for the emergence of civilization in Sri 
Lanka.” 
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CHAPTER 
ARYAN AND 


DRAVIDIAN 


Imaginary Ancestors 


“It is important to note that the Aryan theory was not merely 
something imposed from above by Orientalist scholars. It was 
eagerly welcomed by most Sinhala scholars who found the Aryan 
theory flattering in that it elevated them to the ranks of the kinsmen 
of their rulers”. Prof. Leslie Gunawardana 1994: 197, 


Aryan controversy 


Few topics are as emotive in South Asian studies as the so-called 
Aryan controversy, This and, to a lesser extent, the Dravidian 
controversy have plagued scholarly work in South Asian studies — 
linguistic, historical and even archacological — for the past century 
and a half. Today, the controversy still rages not only among 
scholars but also among politicians, educationists and media 
personnel often creating emotional outbursts and heated arguments. 
The Sanskrit word Arya, first occurring in the ancient Indian text 
Rigveda some 3500 years ago (and related to the word airiya in the 
contemporary [ranian text Avesta), originally had the denotation 
‘noble’ but, in modern times, acquired the connotation of racial 
superiority and almost became a dirty word when the Nazis were 
dominant in Germany. With the explosion of the Aryan myth after 
the defeat of the Nazis, the controversy surrounding the so-called 
Aryans became largely a subject of academic interest in the West. 
But in South Asia, with the success of the nationalist movement in 
India and the gaining of political independence from Britain, the 
controversy over the Aryans acquired new dimensions. 
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The Aryan controversy is a complex one. If one were to describe 
it in simple terms, it is about the origin and spread of a family of 
languages in Asia and Europe. As a language was often identified 
with a particular ‘race’ of people, this family of languages was also 
identified with a ‘race’ of people and the controversy came to 
include the original home and spread of this ‘race’ as well. Gradually 
ideas of racial superiority and original occupation of lands also came 
to be aspects of this controversy. While there is absolutely no 
necessity to go into the history and details of this question, a brief 
account may not be out of place as this has a direct bearing on the’ 
myth of the Aryan colonization of Sri Lanka. 

The whole controversy begins early in the nineteenth century, 
largely as the creation of colonial scholarship. When European 
scholars discovered a close relationship between the languages of 
Europe and those of northern India, the idea that all these languages 
were derived from one language and that they all belonged to a 
single family did not take long to be accepted. Among the names 
given to this family were Aryan, Indo-Germanic and Indo-European. 
Of these, the last mentioned, coined in 1813, has come to be widely 
accepted. However, the name Aryan is still used in common 
parlance, particularly in South Asia. This name is based on the 
evidence in the Rigveda, acclaimed to be the oldest text in any Indo- 
European language, wherein we find that the people who composed 
and used the Rigvedic hymns were the Arya. Soon it was assumed 
that all those who spoke the Vedic language and the later languages 
that were derived from this language were Aryans. These people 
were differentiated by the name [ndo-Aryans, since the speakers of 
the related languages elsewhere, including those in Europe, were also 
assumed to be Aryans. In other words, from the beginning of the 
studies relating to the Indo-European languages, a fundamental flaw 
was seen and that was the confusion of language with ‘race’. That is 
where the problem really began. 


Having equated language with ‘race’, it was easy for scholars and 
others to talk about the migration (and invasions) of Aryans in the 
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same breath as the spread of Aryan languages. On the assumption 
that all the Aryan languages were descended from a single language, 
linguists began to reconstruct this ancestral language. This 
reconstructed language was named Proto-Indo-European. Assuming 
that the speakers of this Proto-Indo-European, the original ‘Aryans’, 
migrated to different parts of Asia and Europe from their homeland, 
scholars also began the search for this original homeland (Urheimat). 
As different theories were propounded, there began a controversy 
over the identification of the original homeland, the routes of 
migration and the chronology of this migration.' 


The Aryan question also incorporated a racial element in it. This 
was to take an ugly turn in the first half of the twentieth century 
when politicians stepped in and exploited the researches of linguists 
and historians in creating the myth of the racial superiority of the 
Aryans, a development that resulted in terrible consequences under 
the Nazis in many parts of Europe.” Elsewhere, too, a consciousness 
of superiority arose among people who suddenly found that their 
language was considered to be a member of the Aryan family, 
although they were not even remotely related to the ‘Aryan race’ (or 
Nordic) that the European politicians had in mind. In the nineteenth 
century, using the references in the Rigveda to the ‘fair-skinned’ 
Aryas who fought with the ‘dark-skinned’ Dasas or some other 
evidence, some pictured the Aryans as tall and fair-skinned people. 
By the first quarter of the twentieth century, politicians had created a 
myth that made the ‘Germanic race’ the representative of the pure 
“Aryan race’. It was a myth that was based on the assumption, 
among others, that peoples whose languages are related are also 
related ‘racially’. This Aryan myth has now been exploded. 
However, the controversy over the original home of Proto-Indo- 
European still rages. 


Current Theories 


Recent developments in linguistics and archaeology have had a 
significant impact on the Aryan question. This has resulted in the 
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PLATE 8, 


A Tamil inscription belonging to Matsyesvaram, from Nilaveli. Circa 10" century. 
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adoption of new perspectives and the abandoning of some of the old 
theories. Perhaps the most important work in relating the results of 
the developments in linguistics and archacology and reviewing some 
of the long-held theories about the spread of languages, particularly 
the Indo-European languages, is that of Colin Renfrew. Questioning 
the series of assumptions on which these theories have been based, 
this archaeologist dismisses as ‘naive as well as arrogant’ the old 
theories that explained the spread of the Indo-European (Aryan) 
languages. According to these old theories, it was the racial 
superiority of the Proto-Indo-Europeans (or Proto-Aryans) that 
enabled them ‘to expand their territories at a certain point in time and 
conquer most of Europe and northern India’? In his view, the various 
attempts hitherto undertaken to locate an original homeland for the 
Proto-Indo-Europeans have had no sound basis. Strongly supporting 
the current scholarly view that ‘it is a serious mistake to equate race 
and language’, he rejects the arguments based on_ linguistic 
palacontology for the identification of the Aryan homeland.’ 
Renfrew also criticizes the manner in which prehistoric archacology 
has been used to claim an original homeland for the Aryans. ‘The 
existing homeland theories’, he argues, ‘make the fundamental 
mistake of equating the emergence of a new culture complex with 
the intrusion of a new linguistic group’. He also gives a third reason 
for rejecting these theories, namely, ‘they give absolutely no clear 
and adequate indication as to. why there should have been a spread 
[of the languages] at all’.° 


-caturvedi-mangalam (after 
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in the 11th century as Rajaraja-caturvedi- 


mangalam (after Cola Rajaraja 1), and later re-named as Vijayaraja 


gation reservoir, around which grew a 


Seeking a demographic and economic explanation for the wide 
uniformity in language seen in Europe, Renfrew links the spread of 
farming in Europe to the spread of the Indo-European languages. In 
his view, ‘The Indo-European languages of Europe would thus be 
traceable back to the first farmers of Greece who would themselves 
have spoken an early form of Indo-European.”° It was in Greece that 
the process of bringing a farming economy began about 6500 BCE. 
And farming was introduced to Greece from Anatolia. Renfrew 
concludes that an early Indo-European language was introduced to 
Greece from Anatolia. On the basis of his model, he identifies ‘east 
Anatolia as part, although not necessarily all, of the carly 


Vijayabahu 1). In the 12° century, it was known also as Caturveda Brahmapura, The tank submerges 


un area of 2296 hectares. See pp.215, 233. 


A view of the ancient Ganga-tataka (Kantalay) irri 
Nourishing Brahmana settlement (brefimadeva) known early 
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“homeland” of people speaking a very early form of Indo-European, 
around 7000 B.C.” 


Renfrew, however, has found it difficult to explain easily the 
spread of Indo-European eastwards into Iran and India. He has 
ventured to suggest some explanations that fit the theory he has 
presented for the spread of Indo-European in Europe. According to 
his first hypothesis, ‘the arrival of Indo-European speakers in the 
Indian sub-continent was very much analogous to that in Europe’.® 
This would mean that farming, together with an Indo-European 
language, spread southeastwards from Anatolia at a very early date 
(about 6000 BCE) and that, ‘from the very earliest farming 
times...an early Indo-European language was spoken in the Indus 


Valley and in areas to the north and west.’ In Renfrew’s view, ‘it is. 


difficult to see what is particularly non-Aryan about the Indus Valley 
civilization, which on this hypothesis would be speaking the Indo- 
European ancestor of Vedic Sanskrit’.? The conclusion drawn from 
this hypothesis is that the history of the Indo-European languages in 
north India and Iran dates back to the early Neolithic period in those 
areas. Admitting the complexity of the problem in regard to the 
Indian subcontinent, Renfrew suggests an alternative hypothesis as 
well. This is similar to the old and traditional view that the Indo- 
European languages were introduced into Iran and the Indian 
subcontinent by pastoral nomad invaders. Through a process of elite 
dominance, the languages of the mounted warriors displaced the 
earlier local languages. Admitting that it is not easy to choose 
between the two hypotheses, Renfrew also suggests the possibility of 
a combination of both.'° 


The Aryan Question in Indian History 


Until about thirty years ago, it was generally accepted that there 
was an Aryan invasion of India. Some even attributed the fall of the 
Harappan civilization to this invasion. Using the evidence of the 
Rigveda, it was argued that the Aryans descended on the 
subcontinent from the northwest. The Aryan leader Indra, with his 
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title ‘Purandara’ (Destroyer of Forts/Cities), was seen as one of the 
invading chiefs who destroyed cities in the Indus valley.'' In the last 
few decades, the invasion theory lost support and the current 
controversy is mainly between those who argue for an Indian 
homeland and those who support a migration theory. 


Migration theory 


While it is true that the media and the internet carry an enormous 
amount of popular material relating to the Aryan controversy, often 
from persons who are untrained in the disciplines of linguistics,. 
history or archaeology, it must be noted that scholarly interest in the 
subject is also very much alive today, both in India and in the West. 
Some of the leading historians and archaeologists, as well as 
linguists, both in India and the West, now support the view that there 
was no mass migration into India of the speakers of Indo-European 
languages but that there was a slow process of migration that resulted 
in the spread of these languages. On the other hand, there are also 
scholars who believe that there was no migration and that these 
languages were indigenous to the Indian subcontinent. 


While the invasion theory has now lost support, some of the 
leading Indian historians and archaeologists are in favour of the 
migration theory. Among them, perhaps the most notable is Romila 
Thapar, whose views are summed up below: 


There is virtually no evidence of the invasion and the conquest 
of northwestern India by a dominant culture coming from 
across the border. Most sites register a gradual change of 
archaeological cultures...The borderlands of the northwest 
were in communication with Iran and Central Asia even 
before the Harappa culture with evidence of the passage of 
goods and ideas across the region. This situation continued 
into later times and if seen in this light the intermittent arrival 
of groups of Indo-European speakers in the northwest, perhaps 
as pastoralists or farmers or itinerant traders, would pose little 
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problem. It is equally possible that in some cases local 
languages became Indo-Europeanized through contact.'? 


Though Romila Thapar does not say it in so many words, this 
leading historian of India is stating views that support the kind of 
language replacement that Renfrew has put forward. While rejecting 
the theory of invasion and conquest, she is inclined to support the 
view that groups of Indo-European speakers arrived in the 
subcontinent from time to time and inaugurated a process of cultural 
change. Elsewhere, elaborating on this, Thapar is very emphatic that 
these Indo-European (Indo-Aryan in India) speakers, when they 
settled in the subcontinent, found themselves in the midst of people 
who spoke Proto-Dravidian and Austroasiatic languages. Indo-Aryan 
eventually became the dominant language. Clearly Thapar implies 
that there was a process of language replacement that saw the demise 
of the once dominant Dravidian and Austroasiatic languages, only a 
few of which survived in isolated pockets.'? 


In one of her most recent contributions, Romila Thapar argues in 
support of the theory ‘that groups of Indo-Aryan speakers gradually 
migrated from the Indo-Iranian borderlands and Afghanistan to 
northern India, where they introduced the language’'* and sums up 
the consensus among leading historians and historical linguists as 
follows: 


A two-way relationship is expressed in the language change 
that is reflected in Vedic Sanskrit. Indo-Aryan was introduced 
and adopted, so evidently those who spoke it or adopted it 
associated it with some advantage, such as authority, 
technological change or ritual power. At the same time Vedic 
Sanskrit itself underwent changes. Linguistic elements from 
Dravidian and Austro-Asiatic (for example, Munda) were 
introduced into Vedic Sanskrit. A period of bilingualism has 
been suggested when more than one language was used in the 
communication between various communities. Alternatively, 
the non-Indo-Aryan languages could have been substratum 
languages, elements from which were absorbed into Indo- 
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Aryan. The Vedic corpus is the statement of the dominant 
group, but this does not preclude the presence of others. These 
linguistic elements are apparent in Indo-Aryan but are not 
noticed in cognate languages such as Old Iranian.!° 


Indian homeland theory 


There are also scholars who hold the view that the original 
homeland of the Indo-European speakers is north India. This theory 
is today connected with contemporary politics in India, particularly 
to what is widely referred to as the Hindutva ideology.'® The: 
supporters of this theory, too, use the evidence of the Rigveda to 
argue their case. It must, however, be noted that even some scholars 
who are not associated with Indian politics are of the view that there 
is no evidence in the Rigveda to support a migration theory. ‘As far 
as I can see’, says Colin Renfrew, ‘there is nothing in the Hymns of 
the Rigveda which demonstrates that the Vedic-speaking popuanee 
was intrusive to the area’.'” 


It is interesting that the different views presented to explain the 
presence or spread of the Indo-European languages in India are 
based on the same sources — the archaeological remains in the Indus 
Valley and north India and the Rigveda. This is no doubt an indicator 
of the lack of definite evidence in support of any theory and the 
extent to which the same evidence lends itself to different 
interpretations. 


Language replacement 


As more and more archaeological evidence comes to light, one 
thing seems to be certain. There was no real invasion of the Indian 
subcontinent by a people called the Aryans as was believed for a 
long time. It would appear that the Indo-European language or 
languages that originally spread in the Indian subcontinent before the 
emergence of the Prakrits (the languages that were derived from Old 
Indo-Aryan) did so over a long period of time and came to be spoken 
by various peoples whose languages became displaced as a result of 
various factors that favoured the Indo-European speakers. '* 
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The origin and spread of the Indo-European languages are issues 
not likely to be settled easily. The way scholars use the same sources 
to arrive at opposing views indicates that we have to await the 
discovery of new evidence for any breakthrough. Whether Indo- 
Aryan was native to the northwestern region of the subcontinent or 
whether it spread there through a process of migration and clite 
dominance, for our purposes what is important is the linguistic 
development after the period of the Old Indo-Aryan dialects. 


Emergence of Prakrits 


Perhaps the most notable linguistic development in north India 
after the period of Vedic Sanskrit and other Old Indo-Aryan dialects 
is the emergence of the Prakrits or the Middle Indo-Aryan dialects. 
The Prakrits were the languages spoken by the general population. 
The speakers of the Prakrits were not new migrants but descendants 
of the prehistoric peoples of north India. It was not Classical Sanskrit 
but these Prakrit languages that played an important part in the 
economic and cultural developments of the first millennium BCE. 


As long-distance trade between the north and the south began to 
develop actively in the first millennium BCE, the Prakrits became 
the /ingua franca of this trade. The rise of non-Vedic religions in the 
middle of that millennium helped to elevate the Prakrits to a position 
of religious significance on par with that enjoyed by Sanskrit in the 
Vedic religion. Pali, the most archaic literary Prakrit, became the 
language of the Buddhist canon, while another literary Prakrit 
generally known as Arddha-Magadhi became the language of the 
Jaina canon, It was the Prakrits of the long-distance traders and the 
Middle Indo-Aryan literary dialects of the Buddhist and Jaina monks 
that spread to the SISL region in the EIA bringing new influences 
from the north. 


Map 2: India: States and the distribution of Dravidian languages 
(after Krishnamurti). 
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Dravidian 


Identification of the Dravidian Family 


The equation of language and race that resulted from the study of 
Sanskrit and the Vedas, culminating in the theory of a superior race 
called the Aryans, had an interesting fallout in south India. Just as 
the relationship between the north Indian languages and the 
European languages was noted by European scholars, leading to a 
comparative study of these languages and the formulation of the 
theory of a family of Indo-European languages, the close affinity 
among the languages of south India led some European scholars 
studying these languages to propose a theory similar to that relating 
to the Indo-European languages. Not stopping with the identification 
of a family of Dravidian languages, some of them went further, 
following the footsteps of those who equated the Indo-European 
languages with an Aryan race, and argued that the speakers of the 
Dravidian languages belonged to the Dravidian race which was 
distinct from the Aryan and was in India earlier than the Aryans.’ 


Deriving the name Dravidian from the Sanskrit Dravida, Caldwell 
first used it in 1856. In Sanskrit texts, Dravida occurs as the name of 
a language as well as of a people.” The Prakrit form of the name, 
Damufa, occurs in Pali literature and in inscriptions, while Dame/a 
and Dameda as well as Tramira occur in inscriptions. They are all, 
no doubt, cognates of the Tamil name Tami”! 


Proto-Dravidian 


Since the formulation of the theory about a family of Dravidian 
languages, scholars have been working on the reconstruction of a 
hypothetical Proto-Dravidian language and the family tree of the 
languages that descended from this parent language. However, 
scholarly interest outside India has not been as widespread and 
sustained as in the case of the study of the Indo-European languages, 
though it cannot be denied that a few devoted Western scholars have 
been making important contributions to Dravidian historical 
linguistics in the last three decades. Consequently, nothing 
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comparable to the homeland question and migration theories 
associated with Indo-European is to be seen in Dravidian studies. 
However, the association of Dravidian with the language of the 
Harappan civilization has given Proto-Dravidian some significance.” 


Original home 


Outside India and Sri Lanka, no Dravidian language, with the 
exception of Brahui, has been identified by linguists, although 
certain affinities with Dravidian have been pointed out in respect of 
the Uralic and Altaic families as well as Japanese.”* Some have also 
claimed affinity between ancient Sumerian (Elamite) and 
Dravidian.2> On the basis of these hypotheses, some have even 
suggested that the original Dravidian-speakers came from some part 
of Central Asia, passing through present-day Hungary and Turkey, 
and entered the Indian subcontinent through the northwest. Clearly 
there is no acceptable evidence for either establishing a relationship 
between Dravidian and any language outside the subcontinent or 
identifying the original homeland of the ancestral Dravidian. This 
has not prevented scholars from speculating on the orginal home of 
Proto-Dravidian and its spread. 


‘In recent years,’ as Zvelebil has pointed out, ‘a hypothesis has 
been gaining ground that posits a movement of Dravidian speakers 
from the northwest to the south and east of the Indian peninsula, a 
movement originating possibly from as far away as Central Asia’. He 
believes that the Uralic and Altaic connection is ‘definitely most 
probable and most promising’.”° ‘It is possible,’ in Zvelebil’s 
opinion, ‘that a Dravidian-speaking people ...established themselves 
in northwest India during the 4" millennium BC.’’” Basing on the 
views presented by various researchers, Merritt Ruhlen has spelled 
out this hypothesis relating to movement from outside in a precise 
manner: 


It would appear that the speakers of Proto-Dravidian originally 


entered NW India during the fourth millennium B.C. During 
the first half of the second millennium B.C. Dravidian 
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speakers spread from NW India in a southeasterly direction 
until, around 1500 B.C., three large dialect areas covered most 
of the Indian subcontinent, and probably portions of Pakistan 
as well. The following three and a half millennia saw these 
three broad dialects gradually evolve into the three branches of 
the Dravidian family.”* 


The Italian scholar Luigi Luca Cavalli-Sforza gives an even 
earlier date for the movement: ‘It is likely that the Dravidian 
languages were spoken from the western borders of Iran into and 
throughout the whole of India, and were first introduced by Neolithic 
cultivators from nine thousand years ago.’”” 


As with the Indo-Aryan homeland question, there is a strong view 
that the Dravidian languages were indigenous to India. This view is 
best summed up by a leading Indian historical linguist, Bhadriraju 
Krishnamurti, in his most recent contribution: 


Most of the proposals that the Proto-Dravidians entered the 
subcontinent from outside are based on the notion that Brahui 
was the result of the first split of Proto-Dravidian and that the 
Indus civilization was most likely to be Dravidian. There is 
not a shred of concrete evidence to credit Brahui with any 
archaic features of Proto-Dravidian. The most archaic features 
of Dravidian in phonology and morphology are still found in 
the southern languages... For the time being, it is best to 
consider Dravidians to be the natives of the Indian 
subcontinent who were scattered throughout the country by the 
time the Aryans entered India around 1500 BCE.” 


Distribution of Dravidian languages 


Languages belonging to the Dravidian family are spoken today 
mainly in South Asia, but migrant groups from this region have 
taken these languages to almost all the developed countries of the 
world. What is of interest to historical linguists is the presence of 
some of the minor and less developed Dravidian languages in places 
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outside south India. South India, as is well known, is the place where 
speakers of the four major Dravidian languages are concentrated, 
each dominant in a separate linguistic state. Telugu has the largest 
number of speakers, an estimated 75 million, and is the language of 
Andhra Pradesh. Tamil, with the oldest literature among the 
Dravidian languages, spoken by about 65 million people, is the 
language of Tamil Nadu. Kannada, the language of the state of 
Karnataka, has about 50 million speakers. Malayalam, the language 
of Kerala, has an estimated 35 million speakers. Besides these four 
major languages, about twenty-two other languages have been 
identified as belonging to the Dravidian family.”! . 


Of these minor languages, Gondi, Tulu and Kurukh are each 
spoken by more than a million speakers. Many of the others are 
spoken by tribal people. It is noteworthy that some of these are 
spoken by tribes in north India, in states like Madhya Pradesh, 
Orissa, Bihar and West Bengal. The only Dravidian language spoken 
entirely outside modern India is Brahui, which is now spoken in 
some parts of Pakistan, Iran and Afghanistan. This distribution of 
Dravidian languages in Pakistan and north India is of significance for 
tracing the history of the Dravidian family in the Indian 
subcontinent. Although in modern times the speakers of the major 
Dravidian languages are concentrated in peninsular India, as the 
historical linguist Kamil Zvelebil has pointed out, ‘It is, however, a 
well-established and well ‘supported hypothesis that Dravidian 
speakers must have been widespread throughout India, including the 


north-west region’. 


Whether this means that the Dravidian languages spread into 
India from the northwest and that their origin has to be sought 
somewhere in the west or Central Asia is hard to say in the present 
state of our knowledge. 


That a Dravidian language was widely spoken in the Indus Valley 
at the time of the Harappan civilization and that the inscriptions on 
the Indus seals are in that language is a theory that has been popular 
from the time of the discovery of Moehnjodaro and Harappa. One of 
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the first excavators at the site of these ancient cities, Sir John 
Marshall, was also among the first to suggest that the language of 
this urban civilization was Dravidian. Since then, a number of 
scholars have attempted to provide an acceptable reading of the 
Indus seals. Among them, Henry Heras, Asko Parpola and Yurij V. 
Knorozov are the foremost scholars supporting the theory that the 
Indus seals are written in a Dravidian language.** In recent years, 
other scholars like Madhusudan Mishra have read the inscriptions as 
pre-Vedic Sanskrit. At least one scholar has recently claimed that the 
language of the seals is neither Indo-Aryan nor Dravidian.*4 
Although laudable attempts have been made to decipher the Indus 
seals using very modern techniques, unfortunately none of the 
decipherments seems convincing. 


For the present, then, any discussion of the early history of 
Dravidian will have to be confined to the linguistic evidence 
available in the Indian subcontinent after the Harappan civilization. 
The earliest evidence for Dravidian takes us to Pakistan (or the 
northwest of the subcontinent). Leading Sanskritists have shown that 
the oldest Indian literary text, the Rigveda, contains evidence of 
Dravidian influence.** The Dravidian language Brahui still spoken 
in Pakistan is seen as a survival from the distant past when one or 
more Dravidian languages were spoken there. Pakistani linguists are 
now claiming through their researches that the modern Pakistani 
languages have a Dravidian substratum. All these seem to point to 
Dravidian being spoken in the region now covered by Pakistan at a 
very early date. 


Dravidian in Pre-Vedic India 


For some time, linguists had recognized the existence of 
Dravidian loan-words in the Vedic Sanskrit of the Rigveda. As time 
went on, more Dravidian influence seems to have been felt on 
Sanskrit. The post-Vedic texts seem to reflect this influence in 
various aspects of the language. This has been interpreted to indicate 
that the Gangetic plain and other parts of north India were already 
settled by Dravidian-speakers when Sanskrit and the Prakrits spread 
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to those areas. Basing her views on the evidence of historical 
linguistics, Romila Thapar has argued that Vedic Sanskrit has several 
non-Indo-Aryan words relating to agricultural processes.*° It would 
appear that well before the beginning of the Common Era Dravidian 
languages as well as languages belonging to other families were 
replaced by Indo-Aryan Prakrits, paving the way for the emergence 
of the modern languages of north India. Some pockets of Dravidian 


languages, however, survived particularly among tribal people who 


remained outside the pale of Sanskritisation. 


In the present state of our knowledge, therefore, it has to be © 
accepted that languages belonging to the Dravidian and Austroasiatic 
families were already being spoken in north India when languages of 
the Indo-Aryan family began to spread there some time in the second 
millennium BCE. Considering the fact that one of the Dravidian 
languages, Tamil, had developed to the level of a literary medium by 
the first century BCE, it would appear that languages of the 
Dravidian family had spread to south India at least a few centuries 
before that time. 


South Dravidian 


If, as historical linguists are inclined to give, a date as early as the 
fourth millennium BCE is to be assigned for the spread of Dravidian 
languages in the northwestern regions of the subcontinent, it would 
be reasonable to assume that the spread of these languages in the 
peninsular part of the subcontinent took place well before the Early 
Iron Age. To quote Zvelebil’s view: 


Between 2000 and 1500 BC, there was a fairly constant 
movement of Dravidian speakers from the northwest to the 
southeast of India, and in about 1500 BC three distinct dialect 
groups probably existed: Proto-North Dravidian, Proto-Central 
Dravidian, and Proto-South Dravidian.’ 


Krishnamurti gives a slightly different classification of the 
Dravidian subgroups: North Dravidian, Central Dravidian, South- 
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Central Dravidian and South Dravidian.”* It is from South Dravidian, 


linguists believe, that Tamil, Kannada and Malayalam are descended. 


Spread of South Dravidian to Sri Lanka 


The languages of the South Dravidian subfamily spread to cover 
the entire area of the present-day states of Karnataka, Tamil Nadu 
and Kerala. It was, therefore, a matter of time before one or more of 
these languages overflowed into Sri Lanka. It is not known, and will 
perhaps be never known, whether this occurred before the Early Iron 
Age. As there was always a close interaction among the Mesolithic 
people of the SISL region, it is quite possible that one or more of the 
South Dravidian languages spread among the Mesolithic people of 
Sri Lanka as well. With the spread of the EIA culture in the first 
millennium BCE, linguistic influences would have also spread from 
south India. 


The spread of the Indo-Aryan Prakrits and one or more South 
Dravidian dialects is one of the major developments in Sri Lanka in 
the EIA or Protohistoric Period. It is a development of great 
significance in the evolution of the two major linguistic ethnic 
identities of Sri Lanka. The spread of these languages, however, 
should not be equated with the settlement of ‘Aryans’ and 
‘Dravidians’ or with any mass scale movement of people from the 
subcontinent. 


Impact on Sri Lankan historiography 


Unfortunately twentieth century writings on the history of Sri 
Lanka have been marred by the impact of the myths relating to 
Aryan and Dravidian races. In recent years, Leslie Gunawardana has 
drawn attention to the manner in which the invention of the Aryan 
and Dravidian myths by Orientalist scholarship in the nineteenth 
century found its way into the colonial writings on Sri Lanka and 
paved the way for scholarly, and later popular, belief that the 
Sinhalese belonged to the ‘Aryan race’ while the Tamils formed part 
of the ‘Dravidian race’. Beginning with the invention of the ‘Aryan’ 
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myth early in the nineteenth century, Gunawardana has traced the . 
steps by which an ‘Aryan’ status came to be claimed first for the 
Sinhalese language and then for the Sinhalese people.*? In his words, 
the new ‘Aryan’ theory ‘was eagerly welcomed by most Sinhala 
scholars who found the Aryan theory flattering in that it elevated 
them to the ranks of the kinsmen of their rulers’.“° From the 1860s 
belief in this theory has persisted for over a century, making ‘a 


profound impact on Sri Lankan historiography’ .”' 


Regrettably, even some of the leading historians of Sri Lanka 
have been helping to perpetuate this myth of Aryans and Dravidians~ 
as recently as the 1980s. Not only did they believe in an ‘Aryan 
colonisation’ of the island, they even ventured an opinion on who 
came first — the Aryan settlers or the Dravidian settlers."” Against 
this background, the relentless researches of Leslie Gunawardana in 
the 1990s have aided the process of exposing the fallacy of Aryan 
and Dravidian peoples in Sri Lanka. There is absolutely no case for 
anyone to talk about the coming of Aryans or Dravidians to Sri 
Lanka. What happened in the first millennium BCE was the spread 
of languages belonging to the Dravidian family and the Indo-Aryan © 
sub-family. As discussed earlier, the consensus among leading 
historians and historical linguists of South Asia is that languages 
belonging to the Dravidian and Austroasiatic families were prevalent — 
in the Indian subcontinent when languages of the Indo-Aryan sub- 
family spread there. The former had spread to the far south of the 
subcontinent by the first millennium BCE. In the context of the 
interactions that took place between south India and Sri Lanka, the 
movement of Dravidian and Austroasiatic (particularly Munda) 
languages into the latter area about the same time would be hard to 
dispute. 
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CHAPTER 


ILA AND DAMEDA 


Two Little Siblings 


“My own opinion, advanced with due caution but firmly held, is that 
the question “Where did the Greeks come from?’ is meaningless. We 
can only begin to speak of Greeks after the formation of the Greek 
language as a recognizably distinct branch of Indo-European.” Dr. 
John Chadwick (Cambridge academic and collaborator with Michael 
Ventris in the decipherment of the Linear B script), Bronze Age 
Migrations in the Aegean, ed, R.A. Crossland and A. Birchall, 
London 1973: 254) 


Protohistory 
The Beginning 


The dawn of the first millennium BCE, as already discussed, saw 
the arrival of new cultural influences in Sri Lanka and the 
commencement of the EIA. If one were to begin at the beginning of 
Sri Lankan protohistory, one could say that there was no state or 
kingdom called Sri Lanka, no language called Sinhala or Tamil and 
no ethnic identity named Sinhalese or Tamil, From the murky 
darkness of prehistoric life in the Mesolithic period one sees the 
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emergence of new identities in the early centuries of the first 
millennium BCE. 


There were no Sinhalese anywhere at the dawn of the first 
millennium BCE. And so, they did not arrive in the island from 
anywhere. To talk of memories brought by ‘the Sinhalese, when they 
migrated to this Island’, is like discussing about the time when the 
French migrated to France or the English migrated to England.’ One 
is reminded of the caustic comment made by the British historian 
Norman Davies about those who talk about the coming of the 
English to Britain in the fifth century: ‘...as if the English landed 
pre-mixed, pre-cooked, and pre-packaged.’* As an ethnic identity, 
the Sinhalese evolved in Sri Lanka and nowhere else. So did their 
Sinhala language. Their gene pool may take them back to ancestors 
who lived in the Mesolithic period in Sri Lanka and to others in the 
Indian mainland, But their story as a new identity in Sri Lanka 
begins in the Early Iron Age. 


The unfolding of this fascinating story will take years of patient 
and dispassionate toil by a dedicated band of historical linguists, 
archacologists and ancient historians. For the moment, one can only 
scratch at the surface of the hidden mound of evidence and attempt 
to piece together some fragments to gain a general idea of the whole 
picture. 


Ethnic names 


A name of considerable significance in the investigation of the 
evolution of the Sinhala language and the Sinhalese ethnic group is 
//a, together with its variants Ja, He/a, Eju, SihaJa, Simhaja, Salai, 
Sele and Siele (in different languages). These forms, with the 
exception of He/a/F/u, occur in sources that are datable to the period 
between the second century BCE and the fifth century CE. They all 
refer to an ethnic group and the language spoken by that group, and 
later also to the land where this group lived, with or without a suffix 
(dvipa/dipa/diva/diba) meaning ‘island’ attached to the name. In the 
same period, the name Dameda / Damela, with its variant Damija 
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(later, also Deme/), in some of the sources mentioned above, is used 
to refer to another ethnic group. This name is of significance in 
tracing the evolution of the Tamil ethnic group in Sri Lanka. 


Ila 


The origin of the name //a (for convenience, this form is being 
used here without repeating all the variants, as this seems to be the 
earliest in occurrence in the historical sources) may never be known 
and is likely to be debated forever.’ As will be discussed later, the 
form //a appears to be the Prakrit form in vogue in the EHP and 
possibly also in the EIA. It is probable that this form was also used in 
Pali before the form S*ha/a was adopted. The Tamil form /fam 
appears to have been derived from the form //z, though it is more 
likely that it was derived from an earlier form with an initial ‘s’, 
namely Si/a (or Si/a), for the occurrence of which we have no 
evidence yet. This latter form is likely to be the origin for the Old 
Sinhalese names He/a and Z/u, as well as the Pali form Siha/a, the 
Sanskrit form Simha/a and the ancient Greek forms Salai/Sele/Siele 
(all of which have the initial s or its alternative 4). This is a matter 
for historical linguists to settle. | 


Whatever the origin of the name, J/a is synonymous with and 
related to the names He/a and F/u. As in the case of Dameda/Damija, 
this name denoted both an ethnic group and its language. In the 
present state of our knowledge, it is hard to establish what name the 
ethnic group used to call itself. Unless new evidence comes up, there 
will always be a controversy surrounding this question. The matter is 
complicated by the common practice, among scholars in ancient 
South Asia, of translating proper names from one language into the 
language in which they were writing. What is worse, where 
translation from the local name into Sanskrit or Prakrit was not 
possible (as, for instance, in the case of names where the meaning in 
the local language was not known or the origin was obscure), the 
name was Sanskritised or Prakritised Gust as South Asian names 
were Anglicised under English influence in colonial times).‘ 
Following this practice, the Sanskrit form or translation of the name 
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of the ethnic group under discussion, as we know from the earliest 
sources, was Simhafa/Saimhaja” The Pali form, as given in the 
earliest chronicles of Sri Lanka, was Siha/a.° In Old Sinhalese, He/a 
and Efu are the forms met with in inscriptions and literature.’ In © 
Tamil, the form seems to be JG, if one is to go by the name /fam 
given in the earliest Tamil literary sources to the land where this 
ethnic community lived.® In the Greek sources, the name Salai or 
Salae is given to the people, while Salike, Selediba and Sielediba are 
given to the country.’ 


That the names Siha/a/Simhala/Tla/Salai/Siele/Sele are all related” 
to the name applied to the dominant ethnic group in Sri Lanka in the 
EHP is hard to dispute. What is difficult to establish is the actual 
name that this ethnic group used to call itself. Even more difficult to 
determine is the period when that name came to be first used. There 
is, however, some evidence that points to the strong possibility that 
the form //a was in use, at least in Prakrit and Tamil, at about the 
beginning of the Common Era. This evidence comes from three 
different sources. | 


The first is the evidence of some early epigraphic records from 
south India. Among the Early Brahmi inscriptions of Tamil Nadu, a 
few have been identified as having references to persons from Sri 
Lanka. The latest and most reliable readings of these inscriptions 
confirm only two of them as references to persons from Sri Lanka."° 
One of them mentions a person described as //a kutumpikan, which 
may be translated as ‘the Ila householder’, comparable to the 
‘Dameda gahapati’ (Tamil householder) occurring in the Brahmi 
inscriptions of Sri Lanka. In his most recent and authoritative edition 
of the Tamil Brahmi inscriptions, Mahadevan is inclined to take the 
name Ila as a caste name, that of Ilavar occurring in the later 
centuries.'' But here it is to be interpreted as a group name, 
comparable to the group name Dameda in the Sr Lankan 
inscriptions. Besides this information about an Jla person, the Tamil 
Brahmi epigraphs contain evidence about a group named Ilayar (the 
Ila people) who may well be the same as the Ila of Sri Lanka. But at 
this stage there is no way of establishing this.'? It is only to be 
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expected that, just as there were Dameda persons in Sri Lanka, there 
were Ila persons in Tamil Nadu. 


The second source is to be found in Sri Lanka. Though there are a 
few occurrences of the group name Dameda in the early Brahmi 
inscriptions of Sri Lanka, epigraphists who have studied these 
records have not so far identified in them any name that could be 
considered as the equivalent or variant of the group name Sihala or 
Ila. There is, however, a solitary occurrence of the name Ha, which 
has not been associated with an ethnic group by scholars.!? This 
occurrence is in the name Ilabarata in an inscription from 
Anuradhapura. Seneviratne interprets this name as a place-name. 
Considering the fact that barata occurs in a number of Sri Lankan 
Brahmi inscriptions as a title or lineage group name, the proper 
reading would be to separate i/a and barata and read them as two 
descriptive names/titles of the person mentioned, in the same way as 
Dameda gahapati or Dameda samana is read in the same inscription. 
It has been argued that the ethnic name of the dominant group ‘does 
not occur in these records, for the very good reason that there was no 
neéd to distinguish any person by referring to him as such, when the 
people as a whole were entitled to that name’.'* However, the group 
name Ia in this inscription occurs in a different context. The names 
recorded in this inscription, with the exception of one, were those of 
Damedas. The exception was the name of an Ia and was, therefore, 
identified as such. If all the persons whose names are recorded were 
from the Dameda group, one would expect the group name Dameda 
not to be used at all or to be used for everyone. There is, however, 
the problem of the locative case hi being used with Ilabarata. For this 
reason, Ilabarata has been interpreted as a place-name indicating the 
place from where Samana hailed. It is not common for place-names 
to be tagged on to personal names in this period. Where place-names 
were mentioned, it was done in a more explicit manner — like 
Upalavi vasika (resident of Upalavi).'° It may well be that there is 
some error here (hi may be the first syllable of a personal name 
which was not completed by the scribe inadvertently). On account of 
this problem, however, the evidence of this record in respect of the 
word a will remain a weak one. 
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The third source is literary, namely the Pali chronicle Mahavamsa 
(and the earlier Dipavamsa). A king who ruled from Anuradhapura 
in the early decades of the first century is referred to in the chronicle 
as Ila Naga (Naga the Ila).'® That Ila was clearly the group name 
equivalent to Sihala or Simhala is established by the use of Elu as the 
Sinhala form of this name in the Sinhala chronicles, where Ila Naga 
is referred to as ElJun-Na.'’ Though the Pali chronicles themselves 
are later than the Brahmi inscriptions discussed here, they are, as is 
well established, based on earlier chronicles. Besides, the name Ila is 
unlikely to have been attached to the king’s name at a much later . 
date. It was obviously in use in the time of the ruler concerned or 
very close to his time. It is not hard to explain the use of this epithet, 
if one considers the circumstances under which this particular king 
alone had come to be given this name denoting his ethnic identity. Ila 
Naga spent some years as an exile in one of the Tamil kingdoms in 
south India, presumably in the royal house of a ruler there, biding his 
time to regain his throne at Anuradhapura. Being a non-Tamil prince 
living among Tamils, he was evidently known as Naga the Ia (Ila 
Naga), just as the Tamil lady whom his son married, presumably 
during Naga’s sojourn in the Tamil kingdom, was known in 
Anuradhapura , on the return of the family, as Devi the Tamil or the 
Tamil Lady (Damila Devi), as she was a Tamil consort to a prince in 
the Sinhalese (Ila) royal family.'* While it may be debated as to why 
this epithet was stuck to the king’s name in the Sinhalese traditions, 
there is absolutely no doubt that the name Ila means what we now 
call Sinhala, because of the term Elu being used as its equivalent in 
the Sinhala chronicles.’ : 


Though the above discussion leads one to the conclusion that Ila 
was the name of one of the dominant ethnic groups, if not the most 
dominant ethnic group, in the Anuradhapura kingdom in the 
centuries immediately preceding the present era, it does not help to 
answer the question as to what name this group used to call itself in 
the local language. The occurrences of Ila, cited above, are in Tamil, 
Prakrit or Pali sources. Although Elu is used as the equivalent of Ila 
in the later Sinhalese chronicles, one cannot be certain that this was 
the name in vogue in the Early Historic Period. The Greek sources 
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appear to be of some help in the search for the name that was in 
vogue at that time. 


Salai 


The Graeco-Roman writers of the early centuries of this era have 
left valuable information about Sri Lanka and its people. In their 
characteristic manner, they have provided interesting details of the 
geography of Sri Lanka and information about the people living 
there. While the earlier Greek sources refer to Sri Lanka as 
Taprobane (derived from Tambapanni/Tamraparni), the later sources 


give a new name for the island. Writing in the second century CE, - 


Ptolemy mentions this new name. The comments of Weerakkody on 
this name are relevant here: 


By Ptolemy’s time, or at least by the time of his sources, a 
new name for the island had come into use, namely, 
Salike...Salike is the place name derived from Salai, the name 
given to the inhabitants. This derivation follows regular Greek 
practice: thus Salike (nesos) is ‘the island of the Salai’. Thus it 
is the derivation of Salai, not of Salike, that must be explained; 
and I believe that it is most probably derived from Siha/a (i.e. 
Simhaja) and may perhaps be compared with our terms Elu 
and Hela.”° 


By the time of another well-known Greek writer, Cosmas 
Indicopleustes (sixth century), a more familiar name of the island 
begins to find mention in the Graeco-Roman sources. In one place, 
Cosmas refers to ‘the island called by the Indians Selediba, by the 
Greeks Taprobane’,”! and in another place he describes the same 
island as ‘the great island in the Ocean, lying in the Indian sea, called 
Sielediba by the Indians and Taprobane by the Greeks’.”” The two 
forms given for the name of the island, namely Sielediba and 
Selediba are of significance for the discussion here. With regard to 
the form Sielediba, Weerakkody has commented, ‘There can be no 
doubt that this is a transliteration of Sihaja-dipa (Simhajadvipa).’™ 
The Graeco-Roman traders were more likely to have derived this 
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name from the language spoken by the inhabitants with whom they 
came into contact rather than from the literary Pali. It is, therefore, 
probable that the name Sielediba in the Greek text is derived from 
Sila, a form that can be presumed to be the origin of //a. But the other 
form Selediba, it appears, is derived from what could be conjectured 
as the original form of Heladiva, namely Seladiva.* 


It is reasonable to assume that the Graeco-Roman traders, who no 
doubt provided the information about the people of Sri Lanka to. 
Ptolemy and other Greek writers, had obtained their information 
from the local traders in the island. This would mean that the names” 
they found out were those that were used by the local population. 
Even making some allowance for the Helenisation of these names in 
the hands of the Greek writers, it is likely that the name Salae and the 
prefixes Sele- and Siele- were close to the local form of the name for 
the dominant ethnic group. The initial ‘s’ was obviously there in the 
local name and was not introduced by the Graeco-Romans. This is 
significant in the quest for the original form of the name, as used by 
the local population. The occurrence of Hela as the earliest known 
form in the Old Sinhalese inscriptions and literature also points to the 
possibility of the original name having an initial ‘s’(which often 
interchanges with h). The local traders or other local persons from 
whom the Graeco-Roman traders found out the name of the island 
and of its inhabitants are unlikely to have used the Pali names Sihala- 
dipa and Sihala. These forms would have occurred only in literary 
usage, for Pali was already a dead language. What the Graeco- 
Roman traders rendered as Salai, Sieclediba and Selediba would have 
been closer to the names in common parlance among the local 
people. It is likely that these names were Sila (from which the form 
Ila could be derived) and Seladiva (from which the form Heladiva 
could be derived). 


If this argument is acceptable, it raises the possibility of Ila being 
a derivative of the form Sila and the latter becoming the basis for the 
transformation into the Pali Sihala and for the creation of the origin. 
myth of the lion. On the other hand, the possibility of Ila being 
Prakritised as Sila or SiJa (in the same way as the south Indian 
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lineage name Atiya-min was Prakritised as Satiya-puta) cannot be 
ruled out. It may well be, though it is less likely, that Ila and Sihala 
are unrelated. Leslie Gunawardana argues in favour of the possibility 
that the name Simhala was first applied to the ruling dynasty, then to 
the kingdom and finally to the people of the kingdom.” If this were 
the case, we have to either take that Ila (Sila) is derived from Simhala 
(Sihala) or assume that the names Ila and Simhala were originally 
unrelated, becoming associated with each other at a later date. If Ia 
were derived from Simhala/Sihala, why was it that the Pali 
chroniclers used the name IJa Naga instead of Sihala Naga when in 
Elu the chroniclers used the form ElunNa? Would this mean that 
originally Ila and Sihala were unrelated or that the Sihala myth 
emerged only after the time of Ila Naga? As long as reliable dates are 
lacking for the earliest occurrence of these names, it is difficult to 
argue in favour of one or the other possibility. However, it appears 
that the use of the name I|a is older than that of the name Sihala. 


These are matters that cannot be settled easily with the evidence 
currently available. Until new evidence comes up, the real name used 
in the centuries before the present era by those who later called 
themselves Hela cannot be established with certainty. However, it 
could be claimed that they were known as Ila in Prakrit and Ila (with 
the addition of a personal suffix) in Tamil as early as the second 
century BCE. That the name Ila was not transformed into the Pali 
Sihala (and the Sanskrit Simhala) even in the first century CE may 
explain why the form Ila was used in the Pali chronicles in the name 
Ila Naga, rather than the form Sihala Naga. Since there was no 
equation of Ila with Sihala in the time of this king, his name 
continued to be recorded as Ila Naga in the Pali historical tradition, 
while the Sinhalese historical tradition had the Hela equivalent Elu, 
giving him the name ElunNa. This seems to strengthen the view that 
I]a is not derived from Sthala. 


In the light of the foregoing discussion, it could be concluded that 
the dominant ethnic group in the kingdom ruled by the 
Anuradhapura kings was that known as Ila in the earliest records 
(second century BCE — second century CE) and Hela in the later 
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records (eighth to tenth centuries). By the third century, the Pali form 
Sihala had come into use. About the same time, the Sanskrit form, 
Simhala was no doubt also in vogue. References to Simhala are to be 
found in various notable Sanskrit works, such as the MaAabhdrata, 
Kathasaritsagara and the Commentary to the Arthasastra.”® It is hard 
to determine the earliest reference to Simhala in Sanskrit literature, 
as the dates of the Sanskrit works are not easy to establish. The 
transformation of the ethnic name to Sihala/Simhala and the adoption 
of the origin myth of the lion marked the beginning of another 
important stage in the evolution of the Sinhalese ethnic group.”” 


Origin myths 


Origin myths are not new in any way nor are they peculiar to Sri 
Lanka. In various parts of the world, lineage groups have tried to 
legitimize their position as ruling classes through the creation of 
myths. In South Asia, and later in Southeast Asia, as the process of 
Sanskritisation proceeded, local lineage groups embraced the new 
culture with eagerness and made their Brahmana or Buddhist court 
advisers to work hard on creating mythical origins for their lineages. 
As the local chieftaincies and kingdoms of south India and Sri Lanka 
came under the influence of the north Indian culture in the first 
millennium BCE, the lineage groups ruling in those regions appear to 
have begun to link their origins to events and personalities or 
lineages already famous in the north Indian tradition. Often, it 
appears, lineage names were Sanskritised (as part of the 
Sanskritisation process) and links created with north Indian 
personalities. Thus, we find one of the Tamil lineage groups having a 
Sanskritised name, Pandya, and myths being created about its 
connection with the Pandus of the Mahabharata epic. We do not 
know its original name. The name Pada given in Asoka’s edicts 
appears to be closer to the original. The Hathigumpha inscription 
(second century BCE) refers to Pandaraja, which may also give a 
clue to the original name.”® An ancestor of another south Indian 
lineage group, the Céras, is associated with the Mahabharata war. 
Later, the Colas who ruled over a powerful Tamil kingdom, claimed 
a solar origin and created long mythical genealogies to establish 
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this.” The creation of such genealogies was a familiar phenomenon 
all over India. As Ludden has pointed out, ‘At least forty new 
dynastic lineages were proclaimed during and soon after the sixth 
century, and from the seventh century on, they typically construct 
elaborate genealogies for themselves to trace their origins to 


mythical progenitors’. °° 


In Sri Lanka, the emergence of a dominant ethnic group appears 
to have paved the way for the ruling lineage group to create an origin 
myth in order to establish its legitimacy as the rightful rulers of the 
island. Gunawardana argues the case for Simhala as a name adopted 
by a ruling lineage group for whose origin the lion myth had been 
created. He is inclined to think that ‘the lion was the emblem of the 
ruling house of Sri Lanka and that the dynasty got its name from the 
- emblem.”*! The story of Simhabahu, in his view, was a myth that 
sought to explain the emblem. As already mentioned, Gunawardana 
is of the view that the name Simhala was first applied to the dynasty, 
then to the kingdom and later to the people of the kingdom. He 


argues that, in the early stage of the Sinhala identity, language was _ 


not the criterion for inclusion in the group and that this identity 
‘denoted only a group located geographically in the core regions of 
the kingdom and limited in terms of status to the upper rungs of the 
social hierarchy prevailing at the time’.** Gunawardana’s contention 
is that 


contrary to popular belief, in ancient times the Sinhala identity 
was associated primarily with the dynasty which ruled 
Anuradhapura. Thus the term Sinhala would bear comparison 
with other South Asian dynastic names like Moriya, Gupta, 
Pallava and Cola. In a secondary sense this identity denoted 
the leading families in the kingdom politically linked to the 
dynasty...at that early stage, the term represented a political 
identity which excluded lower rungs of society such as craft 
groups. Evidence on this identity being given a wide definition 
in order to accommodate a broader cross-section of society, 
constituted earlier under a multitude of groupings, is to be 
found by about the twelfth century.” 
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If the name Simhala was applied to the people only in the final 
stage, it may be that originally the same people had a different name. 
This may lend support to the view that Sila/I]a was the name by 
which the dominant group was known at the beginning of the EHP > 
and that it was not related to the name Simhala. 


Thus, it appears that among the different ethnic groups in the 
island in the third century BCE, when Buddhism was established at 
Anuradhapura with royal patronage, there was one that was 
dominant politically and numerically in the kingdom ruled by the 
Anuradhapura kings. That group is the one that we know as Hela in 
later times. The rulers of the kingdom, on most occasions, came from 
this group. It is also possible that members of this group spoke the 
same language and that this language formed the basis of the 
language that is later known as Hela and Simhala. As a result of the 
continued dominance of this group, other ethnic groups were 
assimilated into its fold and accommodated, in at least some cases, as 
distinct service castes. The adoption of Buddhism as the religion of 
the elite and, before long, of the majority of this group, bringing with 
it the use of Prakrit (which was no doubt familiar to the elite even 
before the spread of Buddhism), soon helped them to evolve into a 
strong and distinct ethnic group with its own linguistic, religious and 
cultural identity. 


The members of this group, though concentrated in Sri Lanka, 
were also found on the other side of the Palk Strait, just as the 
Damedas who were concentrated in the southeastern part of 
peninsular India were also found in Sri Lanka. In later times, as the 
evolution of the larger ethnic groups progressed, the Ila group in 
south India was accommodated within those ethnic groups as a 
separate caste or completely assimilated, just as Damedas were 
accommodated within the growing Sinhala ethnic group. The 
presence of an I]a person and an IJayar clan in Tamilnadu about the 
second century BCE has already been noticed.” In the later 
centuries, at least from the ninth century, there are references to a 
caste of Tlavar (the Ilas) in Tamil inscriptions.” This caste has 
survived in Tamilnadu till modern times. However, it is in Kerala 
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that the IJavar are found in larger numbers, with their own traditions 
about their ancestors having migrated from Sri Lanka.” In the Tamil 
inscriptions of the later centuries in Tamilnadu, the Ilavar were 
persons associated with climbing coconut palms and tapping toddy 
(as they are indeed even to this day in Kerala and Tamilnadu).°” 


Archaeological Evidence: Anuradhapura 


Archaeological excavations in Anuradhapura in the last two 
decades have thrown fresh light on questions relating to the spread of 
a Prakrit language and the origin of the Sinhala language as well as 
the origins of the Sinhalese ethnic group. Following the important 
discovery of potsherds with Brahmi writing dating back to the sixth 
century BCE by Siran Deraniyagala, a Sri Lankan-British team of 
archaeologists conducted excavations in Anuradhapura from 1989 
and discovered a very large number of inscribed potsherds with 
Brahmi writing going back to the fourth century BCE.* The 
language of all the readable inscriptions has been identified as 
Prakrit.”° But the cultural context in which these inscriptions occur is 
not associated with north India, the home of Prakrit. In the trench 
named ASW2 (Anuradhapura Salgaha Watta 2), the excavators 
identified five periods covering the time from ninth century BCE to 
the mid-second century CE. Commenting on the artefacts associated 
with the first period (840-460 BCE), which included Black and Red 
Ware with graffiti symbols similar to those found in south Indian 
megalithic burials, the excavators have pointed out that ‘It was 
evident from the associated culture complex that this period belongs 
firmly within the Iron Age of peninsular India’.“° Their comment on 
the artefacts of the second period (510-340 BCE) is similar: 


The artefactual record continued relatively unchanged from 
Period K [the first period]. Black and red burnished ware 
continued to dominate the ceramics...It is notable that the first 
examples of horse bones were found in the faunal record 
during this phase. The Iron Age affinities of the period 
appeared to be reiterated by the identification of a circular 
pit...The pit, with a diameter of 1.25 m, was filled with ash 
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and contained an iron arrowhead, a small copper alloy object, 
a polished rubbing or sharpening stone, three black and red 
ware burnished cups with holes drilled in their bases and three 
other vessels with non-scriptural graffiti. Although no bones 
were found in the pit, it appears to be very similar in form and 
content to the peninsular Iron Age pit burials.*! 


The evidence of these recent excavations clearly indicates that the 
most famous urban centre in Sri Lanka in the EHP, namely 
Anuradhapura, was settled by people who had adopted the south 
Indian Megalithic-BRW culture from the ninth century BCE. It 
would then be reasonable to assume that this culture had reached the 
northwestern coast of Sri Lanka some time before the ninth century. 
The influence of the Prakrit languages from north India appears to 
have entered Sri Lanka, as it did into south India, about the fifth 
century BCE as a consequence of the development of long distance 
trade. 


Early Settlers at Anuradhapura 


Nothing is known at present about the ethnic composition of these 
people at Anuradhapura. It would appear that most of them were 
descendants of the people of the Mesolithic Age. There also would 
have been, possibly among the elite, those belonging to the group or 
groups that were responsible for the introduction of the south Indian 
Megalithic-BRW culture. As discussed elsewhere, economic motives 
would have dominated in their movement from south India. It was 
among these people that another dominant cultural influence spread 
in the middle of the first millennium BCE, and this time it came from 
the north and possibly also from the east of India. It was an influence 
that was spreading all over peninsular India as well. 


Arrival of Prakrit 


One of the most significant areas in which the north Indian 
influence made a lasting impact was language. Different areas 
responded differently to this influence. It would appear that in an 
area where a local language had already reached a level of 
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development that made it strong enough to withstand the impact of 
Prakrit, it was not possible to displace that language. But in areas 
where there was no such strong language, Prakrit exerted a greater 
degree of influence and in some places even displaced local 
languages. In most areas of peninsular India, the local rulers used 
Prakrit as their court language and had their inscriptions written in 
that language for a long time.*? In Tamil Nadu, the influence of 
Prakrit was strong in the protohistoric period and, in some kingdoms, 
continued well into the EHP, but in the end Tamil was able to 
emerge without much Indo-Aryan influence. In Andhra, the Prakrit 
influence was very strong and persisted for a long time. In the end, 
when the Dravidian language Telugu emerged as the most dominant 
language of that area, it had acquired many Indo-Aryan features that 
Tamil had avoided. But in Sri Lanka it was a different situation. 


There were in all probability many languages prevalent among 
the people of Sri Lanka in the Mesolithic Age. It is surmised that 
Munda, an Austroasiatic language, may have been one of them. It is 
not known whether there were Dravidian languages, too. With the 
advent of the Iron Age and the flow of the new Megalithic-BRW 
cultural influences, particularly from the southern tip of the Indian 
peninsula, speakers of the Tamil language would have crossed over 
to the island. As will be seen later, the influence of this language 
spread in the northern parts of the island. But in the central and 
southern parts, the earlier languages seem to have persisted. The 
conditions were ideal for a superior language to establish itself 
through elite dominance. With the development of long distance 
trade and the emergence of the earliest polities, there was the need 
for a developed language for economic transactions and 
administrative purposes. Prakrit supplied this need and soon the 
spread of Buddhism, with Pali as its scriptural language, was able to 
help consolidate the dominance of Prakrit. The result was the 
evolution of a new language in Sri Lanka, as already discussed.” 


The speakers of this new language were the Ila, descendants of 


the Mesolithic people and the most dominant ethnic group in the 
Anuradhapura chiefdom. New migrants from the mainland, 
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particularly Prakrit-speakers but also some from south India, would . 
have mingled with the Ila and maintained an elitist position. Long-— 
distance trade and other economic interests continued to bring more 
Prakrit-speakers in the EHP. The rise of south Indian ports as 
important centres of trade as well as the development of urbanism in 
Anuradhapura were factors that aided the arrival of more people 
belonging to south Indian ethnic groups, particularly the Dameda. 


-Dameda 


Origin and Early Occurrences 


A section of the population of Sri Lanka in the historical period 
has been designated Dema/a and Damija in the major Sinhala and 
Pali chronicles respectively. In the Sinhala inscriptions of the ninth 
and tenth centuries the related term Deme/ occurs. There cannot be 
any dispute about the relationship of these terms to the words 7ami/ 
and Jamilar in the Tamil language, denoting that language and the 
people associated with that language respectively. That the terms 
Damifa and Demef/a are the forerunners of the modern Sinhala term 
Demaja (often Sanskritised as Dravida in literary or formal usage) 
and that they refer to the same ethnic group are also hard to contest. 


As in the case of most early societies, in South Asian pre-state 
societies, too, tribal affiliations would have been more important 
than attachment to other broader ethnic groupings based on language 
or other characteristics. Often, names given to broad groups, such as 
‘Germans’ and ‘Celts’, were those given by outsiders and not by the 
groups themselves. The Germanic tribes in Europe, for instance, 
considered themselves as members of their individual tribes and did 
not possess a collective consciousness of themselves as a Germanic 
ethnic group. We do not know whether the term Tami/ar/Dameda 
was a name given to the speakers of the Tamil (or its ancestor) 
language or whether it originated as the name of a group and later 
came to be applied for their language as well. We will never be able 
to know, with the evidence that we have, whether the name was 
given to the group by outsiders or not. 
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Clearly, one of the ethnic groups whose presence in Sri Lanka in 
the second century BCE is attested by the early Brahmi inscriptions 
is the Dameda. Dameda has been equated by scholars with the name 
Damila occurring in the Pali chronicles and is, without dispute, 
accepted as the equivalent of the name Tamil."" Interestingly, it is in 
these Sri Lankan inscriptions that we find the earliest datable 
reference to the ethnic name of the Tamils. Although Dameda, 
Damila or Tamil does not occur in the Brahmi inscriptions of Tamil 
Nadu, the term Dhamila is found in some inscriptions outside Tamil 
Nadu. In one of the inscriptions from Amaravati, in Andhra Pradesh, 
there is a reference to a Dhamila-vaniya (Dhamila trader).*° This is 
datable to the third century CE. Another inscription of about the 
same time from Nagarjunakonda (Andhra Pradesh) seems to refer to 
Damila, A third inscription from Kanheri refers to a Dhamila- 
gharini."° The well-known Hathigumpha inscription of the Kalinga 
ruler Kharavela (first century BCE) refers to the defeat of the 
Tramira samghata, which has been interpreted as a confederacy of 
Tamil rulers.*’ In one of the Jataka stories, the Advtti Jataka, there is 
a reference to Damila-rattha (the Tamil country)."* As mentioned 
earlier, it would appear that the name Tamil was the origin of the 
forms Damila, Dameda, Dhamila and ultimately Dravida but it 
would be hard to establish when it came into use.*” 


The earliest references to the name Jami in the Tamil language 
texts are in the oldest extant Tamil grammatical work, Tolkappiyam, 
and the Sangam poems.*’ There is no possibility of determining the 
exact date of these texts, except to assign them to the centuries 
immediately preceding and immediately after the beginning of the 
Common Era. That would mean that these Tamil references belong 
to about the same time as the references to Damija and Dameda in 
the Pali and Prakrit sources. But they are useful in confirming that, 
even at this carly stage, the term was used to refer to the language, 
the people and the land where they lived. The term Dameda, too, 
would have had similar applications. 


The occurrence of the name Dameda in the earliest Brahmi 
inscriptions of Sri Lanka has been reported by epigraphists ever 
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PLATE 10. 

Ruins of Vijayaraja-isvaram (Siva temple named after Vijayabahu [) at 
Kuntalay. This slab inscription in Tamil is dated in the reign of a Cola- 
Lankesvara, one of the Cola viceroys, and belongs to a period before the reign 
of Vijayabahu L. when the temple presumably had a different name. See pp.215, 
235, 


Photo; Maret 2005, by the author 


since the discovery and decipherment of the much-publicised Tamil 
Householders’ Terrace Inscription at Anuradhapura.’' Subsequently, 
other inscriptions with this word have also been brought to light.** 
The advances made in the study of Sinhalese and Tamil 
palaeography in the last three decades have called into question the 
reading of this word in the Sri Lankan inscriptions, Although this 
does not affect the meaning given to this word, the new views help to 
confirm the meaning already given. For this reason, a discussion of 
these developments may not be out of place here. 


W.S. Karunaratne identified in some of the Sri Lankan 
inscriptions a special letter used to represent the Tamil /@ and this 
enabled him to read the name Damela in an inscription from 
Periyapuliyankulam.” He correctly identified this name as a variant 
of Dameda. In the Brahmi inscriptions of Tamil Nadu, it appears that 
the Brahmi @a was sometimes used to represent the Tamil 
letter/sound fa. In the light of these new findings, one wonders 
whether the word Dameda in the Sri Lankan inscriptions, since it 
occurs only in inscriptions presumably set up or caused to be 
inscribed by Tamils, has to be read as Damela and not Dameda, 


The answer to this may have to await future research. It is, 
however, now clear that the word Dameda is a variant of Damela 
which is the form closest to the name Tamil. The Pali form Damila is 
another variant. It is not difficult to see that the Hela (or Early 
Sinhala) form Demela is derived from the inscriptional Prakrit form 
Damela. The modern Sinhala form Demala is only slightly different 
from the Hela form. With such epigraphic evidence in hand to 
establish the sound-pedigree of the modern ethnic term Demala, 
there can be no doubt as to the ethnic community represented by the 
name Dameda in the inscriptions of the EHP. 


PLATE 11, 


Ruins of Vijayaraja-isvaram. This inscription in Tamil is dated in the iit i . ¢ 
reign of Vijayabatu 1, See pp. 252-253. What distinguished the Dameda from the other ethnic groups? 


Photo: March 2005, by the author. This will be hard to discover. Just as the IJa ethnic group was the 
dominant one among many ethnic groups in Sri Lanka in the ELA, 
the Tamil ethnic group was doubtless the most dominant group in 
Tamil Nadu. As Gunawardana has argued, it took a long time before 
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all speakers of the Sinhala language were considered as belonging to 
the Sinhalese ethnic group. In a similar manner, it must have taken 
several centuries before all Tamil-speakers were accepted as 
members of the Tamil ethnic community. In the EHP, therefore, the 
name Dameda was possibly applied to a group that called itself 
Tamil. But it may not have included all those who spoke Tamil. We 
do not know whether groups like the Barata (Tamil Paratar) were 
considered as a different ethnic group, although many of them may 
have spoken Tamil. 


Viewing from the perspective of the later Tamil and Sinhalese 
kingdoms as well as from that of the modern political borders, 
scholars have tended to look at the Damedas as outsiders to Sri 
Lanka. As discussed earlier, the present-day territories of Sri Lanka 
and south India comprised a single region in which the prehistoric 
ancestors of the modern Sri Lankans and south Indians freely 
roamed, with the sea dividing south India and Sri Lanka as a unifier. 
In such a situation, before the formation of states (and even 
afterwards), people belonging to the same ethnic group would have 
lived on both sides of the Palk Strait. The [la (Hela) and the Dameda, 
in such a context, would have been freely moving between south 
India and Sri Lanka at the time we begin to get written records. In 
this background, there were no doubt invasions from the emerging 
south Indian chiefdoms directed against the Anuradhapura chiefdom, 
just as there were invasions of one Tamil chiefdom from another or 
invasions of Anuradhapura from Rohana or other Sri Lankan 
chiefdoms. Possibly there were also invasions of south Indian 
chiefdoms from the Sri Lankan side. In short, to borrow Norman 
Davies’ construction, Hela fought Hela and Dameda fought Dameda; 
Hela also fought Dameda and on other occasions Hela leaders called 
Dameda for assistance against other Hela rivals.’ In fact, in this 
climate of contest for power and territory, brother fought brother.” 
The idea that the Dameda were foreign intruders and that the Hela 
fought to ‘liberate’ their people is as nonsensical as the idea that the 
Celts of Britain were ‘noble and peace-loving’ while the Germanics 
were ‘mean and murderous’. We know more about the invasions that 
affected Anuradhapura because of the chronicles that have been 
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fortunately preserved in the island. Similar chronicles are sadly 
unavailable for the history of the south Indian kingdoms. 


Damedas not outsiders 


The Damedas in Sri Lanka in the centuries before CE need not, 
therefore, be considered as outsiders. Unfortunately, even some 
objective and scientific scholars have tended to make the mistake of 
considering the Damedas/Damilas as foreign to the island.*° The idea 
of looking upon the Damedas as aliens was surely not prevalent in 
the EHP. The earliest extant chronicle of the island, namely the - 
Dipavamsa, does not refer to the first Damila rulers of Anuradhapura 
in its list (Sena and Guttaka) as invaders.*” Nor does the Mahavamnsa. 
The latter describes them as ‘sons of a horse-freighter’ (assa- 
navikaputta).* In the original Pali version edited by Geiger, it is 
stated as follows: Assan@vikaputt@ dve Damila Sena-Guttaka 
Siratissamahipalam tam gahetva mahabbala dve dvavisavassani 
rajiam dhammena karayum. In the English translation, however, this 
was rendered as: ‘Two Damilas, Sena and Guttaka, sons of a 
freighter who brought horses hither, conquered the king Stratissa at 
the head of a great army and reigned both (together) twenty-two 
years justly’.©? Unfortunately, ‘assanavika’, literally meaning ‘horse- 
sailor’, has been translated as ‘a freighter who brought horses hither’, 
allowing room for one to imply that he was a trader from overseas. 
But ‘assanavika’ refers to a freighter (in the sense of a ship or cargo 
owner) who dealt in horses. And yet present-day historians have 
assumed that the two rulers were invaders from south India. This is 
an example of prejudice. 


The archaeological discoveries and the re-interpretations of 
historical evidence in the last three decades, particularly the 
researches of Sudharshan Seneviratne and Leslie Gunawardana, have 
contributed significantly to a better understanding of Sri Lankan 
protohistory and early history. In the light of these, it is now possible 
to get a clearer picture of the people and events in Sri Lanka at the 
dawn of history and to understand the processes that eventually led 
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to the evolution of the major ethnic groups and their cultures in the 
historical period. 


The sources that refer to the Damedas date back to the earliest 
lithic records in the island, the Brahmi inscriptions of the second 
century BCE. But other archaeological evidence showing links with 
the culture that was prevalent in Tamil Nadu would indicate the 
presence of the Damedas before the time of the Brahmi lithic 
records. As discussed earlier, (chapter on Aryans and Dravidians), 
the Tamils or Tamil-speakers were already widely spread in the 
region now known as the State of Tamil Nadu, and possibly in the 
peripheral areas in the states of Kerala, Karnataka and Andhra 
Pradesh well before the third century BCE. It is possible that not 
only Tamil but also other Dravidian languages were among those 
spoken by various groups in this region. The Malayalam language of 
Kerala possibly evolved from one such language (which, according 
to historical linguists, is termed Proto-Tamil-Malayalam). It would 
appear that the Damedas were in Sri Lanka, too, before the third 
century BCE. Possibly there were also speakers of other Dravidian 
languages. 


New Identities in South India and Sri Lanka 


Thus, the story of the evolution of the major ethnic communities 
now found in south India and Sri Lanka may be said to begin just 
after 1000 BCE, with the commencement of the EIA. The arrival of 
the Iron Age culture, followed by the spread of Sanskritisation, in the 
first millennium BCE created the conditions for the emergence of 
new identities. Long distance trade, particularly with West Asia, 
seems to have provided an added stimulus to urbanization and the 
growth of a literate culture. 


The convergence of the EIA culture, Sanskritisation and long 
distance trade had the powerful effect of paving the way for the rise 
of new ethnic identities and the emergence of the first states in the 
SISL region. Various factors seem to have played their part in 
shaping the final outcome, namely the formation of language-based 
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identitics in the EHP. Perhaps the first clear-cut language-based 
identity to emerge was in the far south of the peninsula. Here, in the 
southeastern part of south India, the Tamil language developed into a 
literary medium earlier than any other in SISL. It won the patronage 
of rising political lineages and proved to be capable of being a court 
language, defying the intrusion of Sanskrit and Prakrit. But 
elsewhere, in the regions now known as Karnataka and Andhra 
Pradesh, Prakrit was able to dominate. It took several centuries, 
indeed nearly a millennium after the rise of Tamil, before the local 
languages, Kannada and Telugu, could raise their heads and assert 
their dominance. But by then, unlike Tamil, they were heavily ~ 
influenced and enriched by Sanskrit and Prakrit. In Kerala, in the 
southwest corner, the struggle of a local language to assert its 
dominance took even longer to succeed. Here, the Tamil language 
appears to have maintained its hold as a language patronized by the 
ruling lineages and the elite in the early stages, although there was a 
strong push by the forces of Sanskritisation that favoured Sanskrit 
and the Prakrits. In the end, a local language, Malayalam, emerged, 
maintaining a very close affintity with Tamil, but enriched lexically 
by Sanskrit. 


In Sri Lanka, the situation presented a slightly different picture. 
Here, too, the EIA culture, Sanskritisation and long distance trade 
arrived in the first millennium BCE, possibly a little later than in 
south India. The Prakrit and Dravidian languages accompanied these 
forces to the island. These superior languages soon gained 
dominance and began to replace the languages of the Mesolithic 
people. In the greater part of the island, a new Prakrit with features 
from the Prakrits of western India and eastern India and displaying 
its own special local features successfully replaced the earlier 
languages. But in the north and the northeast, it had to contend with 
the dominant Dravidian language, Tamil. In this competition, 
geopolitical factors favoured the Tamil language but not to the extent 
of ousting the other language. The result was the emergence of two 
language-based identities. 
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CHAPT 
pi THE EARLY 


HISTORIC 


PERIOD 
C. 250 BCE - 300 CE 


Growing Up 


“One of the commonest oversimplifications [in post-Roman 
British history] is to reduce the complex interplay of peoples 
to a straightforward confrontation between ‘Celts and 
Saxons", This pseudo-racial stereotype simply does not fit the 
facts, beloved though it may be both by the Celtophiles of 
recent times and by the older advocates of Anglo-Saxon 
superiority. The fact is that Celts fought Celts over power and 
territory just as Germanics fought Germanics., In the shifting 
kaleidoscope of alliances, Celtic warlords could call in their 
Saxon counterparts for assistance as readily as, on other 
occasions, they engaged them in battle. Angles battled Saxons; 
and Saxons battled Saxons no less frequently than at a later 
stage they all waged war against the Danes. The idea that 
Celtic society was somehow noble and peace-loving whilst 
Germanic society was mean and murderous leads to 
nonsensical assertions about Celtic warriors being 
‘enthusiastic’ and Saxon raiders ‘genocidal’.” Prof. Norman 
Davies, The Isles: A History, London 2000: 149, 


Periodisation and Sources 


Although there is now evidence that writing was known in Sri 
Lanka as early as the middle of the first millennium BCE, it is not 
until the spread of Buddhism in the third century that written records 
or historical traditions become available. The earliest written 
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material so far brought to light in the island is confined to a few 
potsherds with writing in Brahmi. The texts yield only a few 
personal names. Siran Deraniyagala has found them good enough to 
mark the beginning of written records in the island and has worked 
out a ‘periodisation of Sri Lanka’s proto- and Early Historic 
episodes, based on the calibrated dates secured on charcoal’ from his 
excavations at Anuradhapura, In this periodisation, after the 
Mesolithic Age, the Protohistoric Iron Age or Early Iron Age begins 
about 900 BCE and lasts till 600 BCE, The Early Historic Age 
begins about 600 BCE and ends about 300 CE. This age is, however, 
split into three periods; Basal Early Historic — c. 600 — c.500 BCE, 
Lower Early Historic: c.500 - ¢.250 BCE, Mid-Early Historic: c. 250 
BCE — c.100 CE, and Upper Early Historic: c. 100 — ¢.300 CE.' It is 
yet to be seen whether Sri Lankan historians would accept this fully 
and push the traditionally accepted date of the third century BCE 
back to the sixth century BCE for the beginning of the Early Historic 
Period. 


The period from about the third century BCE to the third century 
CE is relatively well documented. A variety of source material is 
available for a study of this period. Literary sources, in the form of 
the well-known Pali chronicles, as well as hundreds of stone 
inscriptions, provide valuable historical information for a 
reconstruction of the history of this period. In addition to these, there 
are also coins and, more importantly, the artefacts unearthed by 
archaeology. The language of the early inscriptions itself has the 
potential to yield valuable information. While all these sources can 
be of great use for understanding the economic, political, social and 
cultural conditions that prevailed in this period, not much can be 
gathered about ethnic groups. Though various claims have been 
made on behalf of one or another ethnic group on the basis of 
archaeological finds, it must be admitted that the archacological 
material cannot be casily used to identify the ethnic group 
responsible for it. In the last few decades, archaeologists have been 
questioning some of the concepts traditionally used to link 
archaeological material with ethnic groups. 
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Pali chronicles 


In view of these limitations, one is made to depend primarily on 
literary and epigraphic sources for evidence about the Tamils in Sri 
Lanka in this period, even though there may be significant 
archaeological material left behind by this ethnic group. The literary 
sources that have direct references to the Tamils in this period are the 
Pali chronicles, particularly the Dipavamsa and the Maha vamsa. The 
Tamil literary works of this period relate exclusively to south India 
and have no references to the Tamils in Sri Lanka. But their evidence 
is indirectly useful, especially in the interpretation of the evidence of 
the Prakrit inscriptions in the island. These inscriptions are of great 
value for a study of the presence and influence of the Tamils in this 
period. 


The information in the Pali chronicles is limited to the Tamils 
who succeeded in capturing power at Anuradhapura. The only 
information about Tamils outside Anuradhapura is to be found in the 
Dutthagamani epic section of the Mahavamsa, the reliability of 
which section as historical evidence is questionable.” In this section, 
the author narrates the defeat of several Damila chiefs along the 
Mahavili river by Dutthagamani. The main chronicle section records 
the names as well as the period of the reigns of the Tamil rulers at 
Anuradhapura. Of the twenty-nine rulers of Anuradhapura listed in 
the chronicles for the period c. 250 BCE to the beginning of the first 
century CE, nine are described as Tamils.? 


Epigraphic records 


The epigraphic records of this period, though numerous, are brief 
and largely religious in nature, as they are mainly records of 
donations to the Buddhist clergy. All the donative records so far 
discovered are in Prakrit, a fact that clearly indicates the dominance 
of Prakrit as the elite language. Tamil Buddhists were among the 
donors. The language of these records is no indicator of the ethnicity 
of those who had the records inscribed. The Tamils used Prakrit in 
their records. So did others. Although there were Tamil Buddhists 
among the donors, they are not identifiable as Tamils by their names 
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as the names are also in Prakrit. They can only be identified as 
Tamils if they had used the ethnic description Dameda. A few had 
done this but there is no way of finding out whether there were 
Tamils who had recorded their donations without giving the 
description Dameda. There would have been some who did not feel 
the need to use the ethnic description. 


Evidence of Dravidian Linguistic Influence 


Even without the reference to Damedas, the Brahmi inscriptions 
may still provide some evidence for the presence of Tamil-speakers | 
(or speakers of other Dravidian languages). These early inscriptions, 
though written in Prakrit, appear to contain indirect information 
about other languages spoken in the island in the centuries 
immediately before the present era. Just as the occurrence of 
Dravidian and Munda words in the Rigveda is taken to indicate the 
presence of speakers of Dravidian and Munda languages when Vedic 
Sanskrit spread into north India, the incidence of non-Indo-Aryan | 
words in the language of the Sri Lankan Brahmi inscriptions may 
help to identify other languages spoken in the island. Such words, of 
course, need to be those not already borrowed into the Indian 
Prakrits at an earlier period. 


Scholars who studied these inscriptions have indicated that some 
words in the Brahmi records are not traceable to Indo-Aryan roots. A 
few have been identified as of Dravidian origin. It cannot be said that 
these epigraphs have been thoroughly researched by historical 
linguists with a good knowledge of Indo-Aryan and Dravidian 
languages. In the case of many words whose meaning is obscure, the 
tendency has been to look for an Indo-Aryan root. Under the 
circumstances, only those words which are easily identifiable as 
Dravidian have been noted. ‘Though it may be correct to assume that 
the greater majority of vocables in the ancient inscriptions of Sri 
Lanka have parallels in Sanskrit and the Prakrit languages,’ Leslie 
Gunawardana argues, ‘it is quite likely that some others may have a 
Tamil origin’.* Perhaps the best known example is the kinship term 
marumakan (usually read as marumakana). This is one word, 
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occurring several times in the earliest inscriptions (and changing into 
marumanaka by the first century ce) over the origin of walen 
epigraphists have had no disagreement.° 


Among other words for which Dravidian origins have been 
suggested, though not without controversy, are parumaka, aya and 
vefa. Parumaka occurs in a large number of records as the title of 
elite donors. Attempts have been made to derive this from the 
Sanskrit ‘pramukha’ (chief).° As early as 1892, H.C.P. Bell drew 
attention to its similarity to the Tamil ‘perumakan’ (chief, lord).’ In 
recent years, leading Sri Lankan scholars have accepted the 
possibility of this word being of Dravidian origin. ‘On linguistic and 
etymological grounds’, argues Sudharshan Seneviratne, ‘it is more 
correct to derive parumaka from (the Dravidian) perumakan as 
originally suggested by Bell (1892: 69, note 3), rather than derive it 
from (Sanskrit) pramukha’.’ The occurrence of the feminine form 
‘parumakaf (which has the Dravidian feminine suffix) weighs in 
favour of treating parumaka as a Dravidian word.” In the Tamil 
poems of the Sangam anthology and in later Tamil usage up to 
modern times the word is used for a chief, lord or god.'® ‘It is quite 
likely’, according to Seneviratne, ‘that some segments of the 
parumaka group, who perhaps represent the earliest political elite 
during the Early Iron Age, had their origins in the Megalithic BRW 
complex emanating from Peninsular India’."’ 


- Leslie Gunawardana is inclined to take the term ‘aya’, the 
occurrence of which is very widespread in the Brahmi inscriptions, 
as ‘a word of Tamil derivation which had the same meaning as Rajha 


and Gamani’. In his view, ‘it is possible to suggest that originally it . 


denoted the political leaders of settlements which had been founded 
in different parts of the island’.'” 


South Indian group names 


Another word identified by some as of Dravidian origin is the 
name Vel/Vela.'* Sudharshan Seneviratne identifies this with the 
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clan name Vél / Vélir occurring in the Tamil poems of the Sangam 
anthology.” 


Barata is another proper noun with a south Indian connection met 
with in a number of Sri Lankan Brahmi inscriptions.'* Seneviratne 
demonstrates the links between the epigraphic evidence on the one 
hand and the non-Brahmi symbols associated with the Baratas and 
the Iron Age burial sites located near the provenance of the Barata 
inscriptions.’© Through this study he shows how the ‘Early Brahmi 
inscriptions in fact shed a great deal of light on the commercial 
connection of the Baratas’!’ and how, ‘in spite of undergoing a 
process of acculturation to the Indo-Aryan culture, the Baratas 
continued to use Dravidian kinship terms and the cross-cousin 
marriage system, which is clearly alien to the Indo-Aryan kinship 


structure’.!8 


Kinship terms 


Internal evidence of the inscriptions in the form of kinship terms 
provides interesting information about the presence of groups of 
south Indian origin. The occurrence of the Dravidian language term 
marumakan/na is of particular relevance here. Differing with 
Paranavitana on the interpretation given to this term, Seneviratne 
argues that this term, for which he accepts the meaning nephew or 
son-in-law, indicates the prevalence of Dravidian kinship and cross- 
cousin marriage system among some groups like the Baratas.'? He 
also draws attention to the evidence relating to another element of 
Dravidian kinship. Analysing the names adopted by persons with the 
title Parumaka, Seneviratne shows that ‘there is a strict adherence to 
a practice found in the Dravidian kinship structure, known ss 
peyaran, where the grandson takes up the name of his grandfather’. 


The occurrence of words of Dravidian origin in areas such as 
kinship, political structure and personal or clan names in the earliest 
records of the island point to close contact between the users of 
Prakrit and local speakers of Dravidian languages. Anyonit using 
these sources for the reconstruction of the early history’ ‘Of the island 
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cannot fail to see the significance of these Dravidian-language terms. 
‘Since the terms relate to such critical areas as kinship and political 
organization’, Leslie Gunawardana concludes, ‘it is likely that the 
Tamil influences on the island were considerable.°2! 


The views of leading Sinhalese linguists lend support to such a 
conclusion. In fact, these linguists point out that the Dravidian 
influence was not confined to mere lexical borrowing but extended 
to significant linguistic features. M.W.S. de Silva states that ‘the 
early Sinhalese inscriptions show some features which are 
linguistically Dravidian’ and points out that Wilhelm Geiger ‘did not 
fail to observe that the loss in Sinhalese of the old aspirates is 
perhaps due to Tamil influence’.”? This loss is already seen in the 
earliest inscriptions.” 


Just as the occurrence of Dravidian and Munda words in the 
Sanskrit of the Vedas in north India points to the presence of 
speakers of Dravidian and Austroasiatic languages in that region 
when Vedic Sanskrit spread there, the occurrence of Dravidian 
words (and possibly Munda words which are as yet unrecognized) in 
the Prakrit of the Sri Lankan inscriptions would indicate the presence 
of Dravidian-speakers (and possibly Munda-speakers). If one may 
borrow the argument used by Romila Thapar (in regard to Vedic 
Sanskrit and the non-Indo-Aryan languages of north India) that the 
“Vedic corpus is the statement of the dominant group, but this does 
not preclude the presence of others’,” it could be argued that the 
Brahmi corpus in Sri Lanka is no doubt the statement of the 
dominant group but it does not mean that other language speakers 
were not present.”° 


In recent years interesting numismatic evidence relating to the 
activities of Tamil traders in the island has been brought to light. 
Notable among the newly discovered coins are those with Brahmi 
legends in Tamil to which Osmund Bopearachchi has drawn the 
attention of scholars.”° Similar discoveries have been reported by P. 
Pushparatnam.”’ While these numismatic sources may not add 
anything not known from other sources, they are important for the 
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confirmation they provide for the activities of Tamil traders in the 
EHP, not only in the north but in the southern ports as well. 


The cumulative evidence of the Brahmi inscriptions, numismatic 
sources and the archaeological material points to the presence of 
Tamil traders, Tamil political leaders and Tamil clans associated 
with the south Indian Iron Age burial culture in the third/second 
century BCE. The traditions preserved in the Pali chronicles confirm 
this with references to Tamil political aspirants, Tamil traders and_ 
Tamil soldiers. We do not know whether all these people were 


' referred to as Damedas at that time. But it is certain that there were 


traders who were Damedas as well as political leaders and 
presumably their armies. Some of them, if not most of them, were 
without doubt responsible for several of the Iron Age burials and for 
the spread of this burial culture among other people in the island. 
Seneviratne argues that the Vélir of south India were among those 
who ‘introduced the Megallithic-BRW techno-cultural complex to 
Sri Lanka around the 7/6 century B.C.’”* Whether they were known 
as Damedas or by other clan names, Tamil-speakers seem to have 
been in Sri Lanka a few centuries before the time of the earliest 


Brahmi inscriptions. 


If we consider the Dameda as a linguistic identity, as suggested 
by Seneviratne,” then many of those who arrived from the Tamil- 
speaking areas of south India in the EJA could be said to belong to 
the Dameda group in its broadest sense. It is not suggested that from 
this very early date the group remained completely distinct from the 
other groups. On the contrary, some members of the Dameda group 
no doubt were assimilated into other groups, especially into the 
major Ila group. It was a time when acculturation and social 
integration were the norms as the adoption of Prakrit and the 
acceptance of Buddhism facilitated absorption of members of minor 
groups into the major group that was evolving, particularly in the 
domain that had Anuradhapura as the power centre. Elsewhere, in 
areas where the Dameda group was already growing dominant, a 
process of assimilation into the Dameda group would have been the 
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pattern. There were no doubt at that time many areas where neither 
the Dameda nor the Ila was ina controlling position. 


Though the beginnings of the evolution of the two major ethnic 
identities of ancient Sri Lanka date back to the EIA, it is with the 
widespread use of the Brahmi script and the Prakrit language and the 
spread of Buddhism that one is able to trace this evolution. There 
are, however, some difficulties in tracing this development. The 
ethnicity of persons mentioned in the sources is not always easy to 
identify as the EHP was a time when names were Sanskritised (or 
rendered in a Prakrit form, depending on the language of the source). 
Since Prakrit was the lingua franca and presumably the language of 
the elite, records left by members of different ethnic groups, 
including the Damedas, are in| this common language. 
Archaeological material, too, cannot be easily associated with 
particular ethnic groups. The urn burial artefacts of Pomparippu, for 
instance, are closely linked to similar burial artefacts in 
Adichchnallur and other sites in Tamil Nadu. While the spread of 
this urn burial culture from Tamil Nadu to Sri Lanka can be 
established with such evidence, it is not easy to associate any site 
with a particular ethnic group without other incontrovertible 
evidence such as written records. This culture, no doubt, was 
spreading among different groups at that time. 


Anuradhapura kingdom: 
Early Tamil Rulers — Sena and Guttaka 


In this period, for the first time, the Pali chronicles and the 
inscriptions as well as coins provide names of Tamils and 
information relating to their political, economic and cultural 
activities. By the third century BCE, state formation was fairly 
advanced and there were a few kingdoms and many chiefdoms. The 
main power centre at Anuradhapura was multi-ethnic. The rulers at 
this place, though taking on the title of Maharaja (the Great King), 
were not in control of a large territory until the second century BCE. 
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Scena and Guttaka, two brothers, are the first Tamil rulers that we 
know about from the chronicles. Possibly there were others before 
them. That the ethnicity of the rulers at this power centre was not of 
great significance is seen from the fact that the earlier chronicle 
(Dipavansa) does not even describe an important Tamil king, Elara, 
as a Damila. The two brothers, Sena and Guttaka, we are told, were 
sons of a horse freighter. They obviously had some economic power 
that helped them to seize control of the kingdom. The statement in 
the Mahaévamsa that these two kings ruled for twenty-two years in a 
righteous manner indicates that in the historical tradition of the ; 
Anuradhapura kingdom their rule was not considered as one marked 
by resistance or opposition. 


Very little is known about these two early Tamil rulers. One 
edition of the MaAavamsa has the interesting information that these 
two kings had the river Kadamba-nadi (Malvatu Oya) diverted to 
flow closer to the city of Anuradhapura, their centre of power, to 
enable them to perform certain sacred rituals associated with water.°” 
Seneviratne has suggested that this may indicate that they followed 
Brahmanic rituals.” 


E/ara 


The reign of Sena and Guttaka was not an isolated instance of 
Tamil rule at Anuradhapura. It was soon followed by the rule of 
Elara who is described in the chronicles as a person ‘of noble birth 
from the Cola country’.*” This has been interpreted to mean that he 
was a prince of the Cola lineage. It is not necessary to give this 
interpretation. It is quite possible that he belonged to some other 
Tamil lineage. The reign of this Tamil king has gained great 
significance in Sri Lankan history and folk memory as well as in 
contemporary politics. No other Tamil ruler of a kingdom in Sri 
Lanka is better remembered or more talked about. The Pali 
chronicles have more information about Elfra than about any other 
Tamil ruler of Sri Lanka in the EHP. He is unquestionably the only 
Tamil ruler in the island to be remembered up to the present day by 
the people of Sri Lanka, particularly the Sinhalese. This is partly due 
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to what the chronicles describe as his rule of ‘even justice toward 
friend and foe’.*? Not many other ancient rulers of Sri Lanka have 
found a place in folk memory for so long, a period of more than two 
thousand years. Another reason for his name being remembered is 
the well-known conflict he had with Dutthagamani, the Sinhalese 
prince of ancient times held up in Sri Lankan historical tradition as a 
great Sinhalese hero. 


The chronicles record four folk tales relating to the just rule of 
Elara.”* While there is no need to look for any historical truth in the 
details of these tales, the underlying purpose that gave rise to these 
legendary stories is clear, namely to illustrate the fairness and justice 
with which the king ruled his kingdom. It is indeed admirable that a 
Buddhist monk living in Anuradhapura almost seven centuries after 
the rule of E]4ra considered it important to include these four stories 
in his account of this ruler’s reign. On the one hand, it shows the 
strength of the folk tradition in respect of Elara’s reign and, on the 
other, it is a measure of the fair-mindedness and lack of prejudice on 
the part of the author, Mahanama, in writing about the rule of a non- 
Buddhist and non-Sinhalese ruler. What is more noteworthy is that 
one of these tales actually credits Elara with upholding or protecting 
tradition (caritam anupalayam) and continuing to provide patronage 
to the Buddhist clergy, even though he himself was not a Buddhist.25 
If, as some believe, Mahandma wanted to portray E]ara as an enemy 
of Buddhism, it would be hard to explain why he had included this 
tale in his chronicle. 


Some of the above legends may not have been originally 
associated with Elara, for at least one of them is found in later south 
Indian sources in connection with another Tamil ruler of the Cola 
line.*° A different version of this story seems to have been carried by 
traders to Europe and it has survived among the tales associated with 
the famous eighth century French king Charlemagne.” It is hard to 
establish whether this story originated in Sri Lanka and later spread 
to south India, but its earliest occurrence is in the Sri Lankan 
sources. What is important is that this legend occurs as an illustration 
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of the high level of justice adopted by the three rulers with whom it 
is associated. 


The period of Elara’s rule occupies an important place in ancient 
Sri Lankan history. This was the time when the ruler of a chiefdom 
in the southern part of the island was able to launch a campaign of 
territorial expansion, annex most of the chiefdoms north of it, and 
successfully challenge the authority of the main kingdom whose 
power-centre was at Anuradhapura. Dutthagdmani was the southern 
ruler and Mahagama was the centre from where he began to extend ; 
his power. Elara, the ruler at Anuradhapura, was defeated and for the 
first time there emerged a kingdom that wielded authority over a 
good part of the north and south of the island, paving the way for the 
evolution of the concept of a Sri Lankan state. 


The victory of Dutthagamani and his subsequent achievements as 
a great patron of Buddhism and builder of one of the most hallowed 
Buddhist monuments and, at that time, the biggest, in the island (and 
indeed in the Buddhist world) stirred the imagination of commoner 
and chronicler alike. For generations he has been given a special 
place, not accorded to any other ruler, in folk tradition and monastic 
history. However, the nobility that he displayed towards the king he 
defeated tends to be obscured in modern times by contemporary 
politics. Dutthagamani showed the highest respect for Eldra by 
having a cetiya built at the place where the latter died and, what is 
more, decreeing that his subjects conduct worship there. This is how 
the Mahavamsa describes this: 


In the city he [Dutthagdmani] caused the drum to be beaten, 
and when he had summoned the people from a yojana around 
he celebrated the funeral rites for king Elara. On the spot 
where his body had fallen he burned it with the catafalque, and 
there did he build a monument [cetiya] and ordain worship. 
And even to this day the princes of Lanka, when they draw 
near to this place, are wont to silence their music because of 
this worship.*® 
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As has been pointed out several times, this is one instance in the 
whole chronicle when the chronicler deviates from his narration of 
historical events and includes a comment relating to what was 
happening in his own time, more than seven centuries after the event 
he is narrating. His example was followed by later chroniclers, too, 
who, even as late as the fourteenth century, mention that in their 
time, too, Dutthagamani’s decree was being obeyed.” This is not 
surprising since we have evidence from early nineteenth century 
British writings that, even as Anuradhapura lay in ruins and jungle- 
covered, people passing through the ruined city remembered to 
observe Dutthagamani’s injunctions.” 


It appears that the cetiya built by Dutthagamani at the spot where 
Elara was cremated became the centre of a separate establishment 
that continued to exist for several centuries. In addition to the cetiya, 
there was also an image-house or a shrine with an image of Elara, 
referred to as the Elara-pathima-ghara (Elara Image-house). This 
structure and the whole establishment appear to have been at 
Anuradhapura until the city’s decline at the end of the first 
millennium CE."! 


The Mahavamsa has more information about the period of Elara’s 
reign than that of any other Tamil ruler. But much of it is in the 
Dutthagamani epic section that cannot be given the same degree of 
credibility as the chronicle section. In this epic section, there are 
references to a number of chiefdoms ruled by Tamils, most of which 
were along the Mahavali River. Dutthagamani is said to have 
' defeated thirty-one Tamil kings before he finally confronted Elara.” 
When he realized that he had to fight a powerful enemy, Elara is said 
to have called for help from south India. In response to his call, 
Bhalluka, his nephew, arrived with troops but it was too late.” 


While it would not be surprising if there were several chiefdoms 
tuled by Tamils in northern Sri Lanka in the second century BCE, it 
would be hard to establish that the author of the Mahadvamsa was 
using historical sources or relying on oral traditions when he 
composed the epic section some seven centuries after the reign of 
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Elara. At best, what can be gleaned from this is that there were 
several Tamil chiefdoms among the many that covered much of the 
northern part of the island in the second century BCE and that 
Dutthagamani had to subjugate a number of these, just as he had 
conquered the chiefdoms in the southern regions, before successfully 
launching his campaign against the power-centre at Anuradhapura. 
The chiefdoms in the south, the chronicles say, were not ruled by 
Tamils while many in the north were controlled by Tamil chiefs. It is 
quite possible that the northward expansion of Dutthgamani’s 
kingdom also resulted in the subjugation of chiefdoms belonging to 
other ethnic groups about whom we know next to nothing. Since the - 
epic section of the Mahavamsa treats the political campaigns of 
Dutthagamani as a conflict between a Buddhist Sinhalese hero and 
non-Buddhist Tamil rulers, there is no room in it for the battles that 
Dutthagdmani might have waged against other ethnic chiefdoms that 
were in his path. 


Given the very close relations that existed between Sri Lanka and 
south India, Elara’s call for help and the arrival of Bhalluka’s troops 
seem plausible, for the chronicles record many instances of 
Anuradhapura rulers going over to south India to get assistance in 
similar circumstances in the centuries that follow. 


After Ejara 


Although Dutthagamani had succeeded in subjugating a large 
number of chiefdoms and bringing a good part of the island under 
the control of the power-centre at Anuradhapura, it cannot be said 
that at last a strong and stable dynasty had emerged at this capital. 
Not long after the demise of Dutthagamani, instability set in and the 
members of his lineage were ousted from the throne. Looking at the 
events, as recorded in the chronicles, in the next two centuries 
following the reign of Dutthagamani, it is not possible to claim, as 
has often been done, that the ‘triumph of Dutthagamani marks the 
first unification of the island’.** It was no doubt another stage in the 
emergence of Anuradhapura as the dominant kingdom in the island. 
But it is too far-fetched to claim that the whole island was unified. 
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The emergence of a dominant ethnic identity, which later comes to 
be known as the Sinhalese, is seen in this period. However, the 
southern tip of the Indian subcontinent and the northern part of Sri 
Lanka continue to be a single region within which one could see 
close interaction among different ethnic groups. The chronicles 
record the names of as many as seven members of the Damila or 
Tamil group occupying the throne of Anuradhapura in the two 
centuries after Dutthagamani. The tendency has been to see them as 
adventurers from south India. 


Just as it was seen that all the Tamils who sat on the throne at 
Anuradhapura were invaders from south India, it was assumed that 
all others who ruled at this power-centre were Sinhalese. It is quite 
possible that some of them did not belong to the dominant ethnic 
group which at that time seems to have had the name Ila and later 
came to be known as Simhala. It is interesting to note that a number 
of rulers at Anuradhapura had the name Naga, even though the 
chronicles describe them as members of the dynasty begun by 
Vijaya. The occurrence of this name as that of some members of the 
main royal lineage at Anuradhapura raises some important questions. 
If, according to the chronicles, the Nagas were a distinct ethnic or 
tribal group who were not connected with the royal lineage at 
Anuradhapura, how could one explain the use of this ethnic name by 
some members of the Anuradhapura lineage? At a time when ethnic 
names like Naga had special connotations, how could one expect 
anyone outside the Naga group to adopt that name? It would appear 
that this name was taken by only those who had Naga connections. 
Just as there were Damilas on the throne of Anuradhapura, there 
were also Nagas. In course of time, the Nagas, like many other 
ethnic groups in Sri Lanka, came to be assimilated into one or the 
other of the two main ethnic identities that evolved in ancient times, 
namely the Sinhalese and the Tamils. The Nagas in south India, too, 
were assimilated into the major groups there. 


It would appear that the traditions relating to the reigns of non- 


Buddhist kings at Anuradhapura were not preserved in great detail or 
with care. This may be the reason why the information about these 
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reigns is not merely scanty but also somewhat confused. The 
Mahavamsa records that seven Tamils arrived with an army from 
south India three decades after the reign of Dutthagamani, defeated 
the king of Anuradhapura and took over the kingdom. Of the seven, 
five sat on the throne, one after the other, and ruled for fourteen 
years. The Pali commentaries, which are considered to be earlier 
than the Mahavamsa, do not refer to this period of fourteen years as a 
time when Tamils ruled. Instead, it is referred to as a period when the 
Brahmana Tiya ruled.* The account of the five Tamil rulers, that 
they came together and ruled one after the other, seems to be the ~ 
result of an attempt to fill in the period of Tamil rule with the names 
of the rulers that were available in the scantily preserved traditions. It 
is possible that they did not all rule together or one after the other. 
The best that can be deduced from this account is that, in the period 
after the death of the strong ruler Dutthagamani, there were several 
Tamil kings on the throne of Anuradhapura. There were also 
possibly kings who belonged to other ethnic groups, particularly the 
Nagas. 


In the period up to the middle of the third century CE, as many as 
ten (possibly eleven) Nagas are listed in the chronicles as rulers of » 
Anuradhapura. It is also possible that the adoption of this name in the 
case of some was the result of marriage connections with Nagas. 
Evidently the ruling elite families of Anuradhapura were not 
confined to one ethnic group. There is evidence of inter-ethnic 
marriage in these families. At least two of the rulers from the main 
lineage family had queens named Damiladevi (Tamil princess)."° The 
occurrence of the name Naga as the name of some of the rulers of 
this period seems to indicate marriage between members of the main 
lineage and Nagas. Possibly there were matrimonial relations with 
other ethnic groups, too. 


The cumulative evidence of the chronicles indicates that, although 
Dutthagamani succeeded in defeating a number of chiefdoms and 
creating a large kingdom with its power base at Anuradhapura, he 
did not establish a stable and powerful dynasty to control the affairs 
of the kingdom in the decades that followed his reign. Contenders 
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from different ethnic groups were able to seize power for short 
periods during the next two centuries. When the political events of 
these early centuries came to be recounted in the chronicles at a later 
date, a neat division between the main lineage rulers (conveniently 
labelled as Sinhalese rulers by later writers though not by the 
chroniclers themselves) and Tamil rulers was established. For, by the 
time the chronicles came to be written, the evolution of the Sinhalese 
and Tamil ethnic groups through the assimilation of many other local 
groups was well under way. 


Beyond the Anuradhapura Kingdom 


While the evidence of the literary sources (being confined mainly 
to the affairs of the Anuradhapura rulers) is extremely limited with 
regard to the Tamils in the island, the epigraphic and archaeological 
sources provide very reliable and extensive information on. this 
subject. The epigraphic sources in particular help to confirm some of 
the conclusions drawn from the literary sources and go further to 
present a better insight into the political and social conditions in most 
parts of the island than that provided by the chronicles. Unlike the 
chronicles, the Brahmi records provide a wealth of information about 
the elites in different parts of the island. Much work has been done 
on them in recent decades, especially after the bulk of these records 
were made easily accessible to scholars with the publication of the 
first volume of the Inscriptions of Ceylon in 1970."” This has helped 
to revise many of the old views about ancient Sri Lanka. The most 
significant contribution in this respect is that of Seneviratne.*® 
Gunawardana, too, has made very valuable contributions to the 
understanding of these early epigraphic records. 


Pre-state polities 


The chronicles deal with the history of the island as if there was a 
single political entity, with a single power centre and a single ruling 
lineage, from the very beginning of the historic period. This linear 
treatment has formed the basis of the underlying assumption in 
modern history books, namely, that the history of Sri Lanka is the 
history of a single kingdom and its rulers. As Gunawardana has 
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noted, ‘the ideological framework inherited from the chroniclers has 
continued to wield a deep influence on historical writings on the 
ancient period’.”” The epigraphic records present a very different 
picture of the political conditions in the island in the centuries 
immediately before the Common Era. 


In his analysis of the political conditions reflected by the early 
Brahmi records of the island, Gunawardana has identified records of 
rulers of chiefdoms in twenty-eight of the 269 sites of early Brahmi 
inscriptions. These are distributed in various parts of the island, but 
chiefly in the north, central and southeastern parts. The northernmost 
of the twenty-eight sites is at Periya-puliyankulam in the Vavuniya 
District. East of this site, in the northeast, is another site, 
Nacciyarmalai. As Gunawardana has clarified, ‘the absence of sites 
further north has to be perhaps explained more in terms of the 
geological features of the land than as an indication of political 
conditions prevalent in ancient times.’°’ In fact, from other evidence 
it is known that there was a chiefdom named Nagadipa in the 
northernmost part of the island. Its ruler appears to have been known 
as Diparaja and there is a Brahmi cave record of a Diparajha. 
Although this record is from Mihintale, Paranavitana suggests that 
the Diparajha mentioned here was the ruler of Nagadipa. Apart from 
these references to Diparaja, there is at least one early Brahmi record 
from the Jaffna peninsula itself providing evidence about a chief 
with the title Ko (the equivalent of the Prakrit raja in Dravidian 


languages).”" 


Cultural diversity 


While the use of Prakrit and the stereotyped recording of 
donations to the Buddhist Sangha provide a veneer of homogeneity 
to the culture of the persons whom we meet in these records, there is 
beneath that veneer an element of cultural diversity that is 
unmistakable. Among those who contributed to this diversity were 
groups that had moved in from Tamil Nadu. While Gunawardana 
draws attention to some of the indications of cultural diversity in the 
inscriptions,” it is Seneviratne who cogently relates the evidence of 
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the Brahmi inscriptions and the archaeological remains from the EIA 
burial sites to specifically identify the various cultural elements, 


Seneviratne uses the evidence of not only the Prakrit texts but 
also the non-Brahmi symbols in the cave records and on pottery, 
together with the provenance of EIA sites in proximity to the cave 
inscriptions, to locate areas where such groups as the Barata and 
Vélir were established. Bringing together the evidence of the Tamil 
Sangam poems, the Sri Lankan Brahmi cave records, the non- 
Brahmi symbols associated with these records and the EIA burial 
sites, Seneviratne throws interesting light on the activities of the 
Barata group (which he equates with the Bata group) in the Early 
Historic Period. ‘The case of the Baratas and the Batas’, in his view, 
‘can be considered as a useful example to understand the dynamics 
related to the peopling of Sri Lanka and the process of social 
formation during the Early Historic period.’ 


Accepting Maloney’s identification of the Barata group with the 


coastal community of Paratar of Tamil Nadu mentioned in the Tamil . 


Sangam poems, Seneviratne shows that the Barata/Bata groups, like 
the Paratar, were primarily engaged in trade, dealing in chanks and 
pearls, gems and horses. In their inscriptions, there is a reference to 
the Bata-kumara, comparable to the Parata-kumarar of the Tamil 
literary sources. Their records have symbols associated with 
maritime trade. The internal evidence of these records reveals the 
prevalence of Dravidian kinship terms and cross-cousin marriage 
system among them. Like many other groups in south India and Sri 
Lanka at that time, the Baratas were coming under the influence of 
Sanskritisation, as seen in their personal names and in the Sanskrit 
form of their group name. Seneviratne concludes that the Barata/Bata 
groups were ‘successful in integrating themselves with the Early 
Historic political, social, economic and religio-cultural structure in 
total terms.’™* 


Like the Barata group, another group originating from Tamil 


Nadu is the Vel or Vela.*° Seneviratne identifies this with the Vélir of 
Tamil Nadu. He associates certain non-Brahmi symbols, such as the 
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jar and lance-bearer, found with Vel inscriptions and on pottery from 
burial sites, with the Vélir. Many of the parumaka chieftains have 
the name Vé]. On the basis of the association of the title parumaka 
with those carrying the name Vél and their connection with the EIA 
burials, Seneviratne concludes: 


In our view, the introduction of the epithet parumaka was 
from south India, and community movement from 
Peninsular India did take place at an early date to Sri Lanka. 
Some of those who arrived belonged to clan groups under ; 
the leadership of the Vélir chieftains, and introduced the 
Megalithic-BRW techno-cultural complex to Sri Lanka 
around the 7/6 century B.C.*° 


Among the sites that Seneviratne associates with the Vélir 1S the 
well-known megalithic-BRW burial complex at Pomparippu in 
northwest Sri Lanka. Not far from this place, at Mullegama, Tonigala » 
and Paramakanda, are Brahmi records with the jar and lance-bearer 
symbols associated with the Vélir. Pointing to the occurrence of these 
symbols on pottery at the Pomparippu urn-burials, Seneviratne 
presents the view that the Vélir had moved to this part of the sland 
at an early date. ‘It is not altogether impossible’, he concludes, “that 
some of the Vel/a found in north Sri Lanka were the decendants of . 
the Vélir who arrived with their clans (bringing with them traditions 
about the jar and Dvaraka) under pressure from the Pandya, who 
apparently consolidated their proto-state in the Vaigai-Tambapanni 
region at a relatively early date.””’ 


Seneviratne also uses other implicit evidence in the Brahmi 
records to draw conclusions about the cultural diversity that 
prevailed in the EHP. While most personal names in these earliest 
inscriptions are Prakrit or Prakritised names, there is quite a number 
that betrays other language affinity. Seneviratne gives several 
examples of such names and asserts that ‘The personal names taken 
up especially by the parumakas north and west of the river Mahaweli | 
have a Dravidian (and possibly a Mundari) origin than Te ee 
one, which points to a Deccan and south Indian connection.’.”” As 
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mentioned earlier, he also extracts from the Brahmi inscriptions 
information about the prevalence of Dravidian kinship, cross-cousin 
marriage and the peyaran naming custom.” 


One may add to these diverse strands of evidence relating to the 
Tamil element the occurrence of a place-name with the suffix — 
paffana in the northern peninsula. The fact that the leading port of 
the northernmost region in the island had a name, according to the 
early Pali sources, with the suffix paffana is not without significance. 
Jambukolapattana, sometimes referred to as just Kolapattana, finds 
mention in the Mahavamsa, as well as in other Pali texts, as the 
premier entrepot in the northern peninsula and the chief port for 
sailings to the east coast of India.” The suffix pattana has its origin 
in the Dravidian paftinam (coastal town, port, etc.) and is found in 
the names of some of the well-known ancient ports of south India.°! 
It is not known to occur in the names of ports in southern Sri Lanka. 
The only other Sri Lankan ports with names having this suffix were 
Matota (Mahapatana) in the northwest and Gokarna (Gonagamaka- 
pattana) in the northeast, both known to be areas with a strong Tamil 
element in the historical period.” The name Jambukolapattana may, 
therefore, indicate the presence of a strong Tamil element or other 
Dravidian element in the northernmost port very early in the EHP. 
The northern part of the island in general seems to have had a 
stronger Tamil cultural element compared with the southeast. 


Earliest Phase: Presence of a Strong Tamil Element 


The period c. 250 BCE — c. 300 CE was, without doubt, an 
important phase in the formative period of the island’s history. The 
varied cultural elements of the EIA came under new influences that 
had the potential to forge them together into a single homogeneous 
group. The Mauryan influence, particularly through — the 
establishment of a strong Theravada Buddhist Sangha at 
Anuradhapura, Mihintale and elsewhere, provided the overarching 
framework to bring together the diverse elements. But more 
importantly, the Prakrit language, which clearly had begun to unite 
the various elements in the centuries before the establishment of the 
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Buddhist Sangha, continued to bring all the elements closer together 
and to replace the earlier Mesolithic languages. In this cultural 
milieu, there was also what may be termed a strong Tamil element. 
This element manifested itself in various ways. The Damila political 
leaders of the chronicles, the Dameda traders (vapijha) and sailors 
(navika) of the inscriptions, the Dameda gahapatis, the Aya chiefs, 
the Vel chiefs, the Damila princesses (Damiladevi) and their retinues 
from south Indian Tamil chiefdoms, the Tamil warriors brought by 
Anuradhapura leaders and possibly by leaders of other chiefdoms, 
and, finally, the many anonymous persons buried in several burial — 
sites as well as those who practised the cross-cousin marriage system 
and the peyaran naming system were among those who represented 
the Tamil element. The various cultural elements that flowed from 
the Tamil-speaking southern tip of the Indian peninsula would 
constitute the broad Tamil element. There was also a noticeable 
cultural element flowing from the east coast of Andhra. The 
dominant Prakrit element , however, was clearly unshakable. Many 
of the other elements were already in the process of being 
assimilated into the dominant culture in this period. However, the 
Tamil element appears to have been strong enough to survive in the 
remote north, northeast and northwest and beome reinforced in the 
next few centuries when strong Tamil kingdoms emerged in south 


India. 
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CHAPTER 


HELA AND DEMELA 


C 300 —- 900 CE 


Emerging Personalities 


The period from about the beginning of the fourth century to 
about the end of the ninth century is a dark period as far as the 
northern and eastern regions (the present-day areas predominantly 
settled by Tamils) are concerned. The Pali and Sinhalese chronicles 
have no information of any significance about either the rulers or the 
people of these regions. While a few inscriptions have been found in 
the eastern region, so far no inscription of this period has come to 
light in the northem region, with the exception of an inscribed 
carnelian seal, Archaeological remains of this period, however, have 
been identified but no proper study of these artefacts has been 
undertaken. The references to this region in the south Indian Tamil 
literary sources are also few and far between. 


Although the paucity of historical sources makes this a dark 
period, it is the most significant in the evolution of the separate 
Tamil ethnic group of ancient Sri Lanka. It is the phase in which 
various early historic communities in the northern third of the island 
came under the dominant influence of Tamil-speakers and the Saiva 
religion. Clearly, the two chief unifying factors in the evolution of a 
single Tamil ethnic identity were the Tamil language and the Saiva 
religion, which are seen as the distinctive features of the Sri Lankan 
Tamils at the beginning of the tenth century. 


All the available evidence at the end of the third century points to 
the presence of various ethnic groups in the island. As seen earlier, 
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from about 300 BCE, the people of the island, the descendants of the 
Mesolithic inhabitants as well as others who had arrived later, were 
coming under the influence of very strong forces that were clearly 
leading to the emergence of a homogeneous group in the areas ruled 
by the Anuradhapura kings as well as in the southern parts of the 
island. In these areas, the Hela language and the Buddhist religion 
continued to be the chief unifying factors, although here too the Hela 
language appears to have been under notable pressure from Tamil. 
In the extreme north of the island a different process, culminating in 
the emergence of a Tamil-speaking group, was taking place at this 
time. The successive steps in this long process cannot be easily 
observed with the evidence that is available but the end result is 
clearly seen at the close of this period when the Tamil-speaking 
group is dominant in the northern parts of the island. 


The evolution of the Tamil group during this period proceeded 
through the interaction of various peoples. Among them were the 
Nagas, one of the most mysterious peoples in the island. There were 
the Tamils whose dominating influence in spreading not only the 
Tamil language but also the Saiva religion is the most significant 
aspect of this evolution. There were also the Andhras or Telugus, 
whose influence in the Buddhism of the north and east is attested by 
archaeology. Possibly the Keralas, too, were there, if one is to go by 
the survival of Kerala laws and customs in the north and east. The 
Helas, who themselves were evolving as the dominant ethnic group 
in the south through the interaction of various groups, were also 
among those who contributed to the formation of the Tamil cthnic 
identity at this time. 


A number of factors were responsible for the strengthening of the 
Tamil element in northern Sri Lanka in this period, These worked 
against the northward extension of the process of acculturation that 
went on in the areas under the direct control of Anuradhapura. These 
could be grouped under three main headings: political, economic and 
religious. Aspirants and claimants to the kingship at Anuradhapura, 
both Sri Lankan and south Indian, brought to the island armies 
recruited in the Tamil kingdoms on several occasions with 
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consequences in many ways similar to those experienced in Britain 
in the fifth century when Germanic elements gained ascendancy in 
that country. The expansion of south Indian maritime trade under the 
Pallava rulers led to an increase in the activities of Tamil mercantile 
communities. This was accompanied by the arrival of- skilled 
craftsmen from south India to create works of art and build 
monuments for the patrons of Mahayana Buddhism. There was also 
another important area of economic activity that seems to have 
attracted or provided the impetus for the arrival of unskilled and 
possibly skilled workers. This was the building of hydraulic works. 
And then there was the religious factor. Buddhist monks had always 
been coming to institutions in Sri Lanka from the Tamil kingdoms, 
just as monks from Sri Lanka went over to south India not only for 
religious purposes but also to escape from political and economic 
distresses. But after the fifth century, when Buddhism began to 
decline in the Tamil kingdoms and to face hostility, it is possible that 


not only monks but also lay Buddhists moved to Sri Lanka and found 
sanctuary there. 


The Nagas 


About 300 CE, the area roughly covered by the Jaffna District, 
particularly the Jaffna peninsula, continued to be known as the land 
of the Nagas. The only epigraphic reference to the name Nagadipa 
(Nakadiva — the Island of the Nagas) is datable to the early centuries 
of this era.” The Pali chronicles and commentaries of about the fifth 
century also refer to Nagadipa. One of these refers to a chiefdom in 
this region whose ruler was known as or had the title of Diparaja 
(King of the Island, connoting presumably ‘King of the Naga 
Island’).’ In the Tamil literature of about. this time, there are 
references to a Nakanatu (Land of the Nagas), across the sea from 
south India, identifiable with Nagadipa.* A city named Nakapuram 
(City of the Nagas) also finds mention as the seat of kings who had 
Sanskritised names.” These references seem to relate to earlier 
traditions. In the second century, the Graeco-Roman traders had 
gathered information about Nagadipa and we find Claudius Ptolemy, 
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in his celebrated Geographia, referring to Nagadiba as One of the 
thirteen major coastal towns in Taprobane (Sri Lanka). On 
strength of all this literary and epigraphic evidence, the historicity : 

Nagadipa is beyond doubt. That Nagadipa referred to a region in the 
far north of the island and that it derived its name from a people 
called Naga who lived there are acceptable. As menuioned earlier, 
Siran Deraniyagala has speculated that ‘the term “Nagas Hane to 
the protohistoric Early Iron Age peoples of Sri Lanka’’ and that : ey 
displaced the earlier Mesolithic hunter-gatherers non the northern 
and western parts of the island from about 1000 BCE. 


In the traditions preserved in the early Sri Lankan chronicles as 
well as in the early Tamil literary works the Nagas appear as a 
distinct group. The evidence of the Pali and Tamil Me sources 
indicates that the process of acculturation of the Nagas with the 
dominant groups of South Asia was well under way by the end of a 
third century. In the cultural milieu of the EHP, when persona 
names had special significance and were not adopted 
indiscriminately, the use of the name Naga along with personal | 
names must have had some significance. A notable number of 
persons mentioned in the early Brahmi inscriptions of Sri Lanka bear 
the name Naga. Some of them are chiefs with the title raja. In the 
Pali chronicles, too, several persons including wes of 
Anuradhapura have the name Naga. At a time when Nagas were 
known to constitute a distinct group, persons outside the group or 
having no connection with that group could not have adoptes tet 
name without a reason. It would appear that in the EHP the Nagas 
had begun to lose their separate identity and to be affected by ns 
process of acculturation that was going on in the island. In t : 
kingdom of Anuradhapura and in the areas around it, the adoption o 
Prakrit, the acceptance of Buddhism and intermarriage may be 
included among the chief features of the process of accultunation 
involving several ethnic groups. The Naga connection is reflected in 


personal names. 


A similar process took place in south India, too. The earliest 
Tamil poems, namely those in the Sangam anthology, provide the 
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names of several persons with the name Naga. Many of them were 
Tamil poets. This would mean that the adoption of the Tamil 
language was helping the Nagas in the Tamil chiefdoms to be 
assimilated into the major ethnic group there.” The survival of place- 
hames such as Nigar-kovil and Naga-pattinam in Tamil Nadu 
indicates association with Nagas at an earlier date. 


By the end of the ninth century, there is no evidence relating to 
the Nagas. Clearly by that time, or very probably long before that 
time, the Nagas were assimilated into the two major ethnic groups in 
the island. These two groups are now referred to as Hela and Demela 
in the inscriptions of the ninth century. The personal name Naga 
occurs in royal names until the sixth century. The bearers of this 
name are, without doubt, members of the Hela group. In the north, 
no record mentioning the Nagas has come to light. But in the Tamil 
literary sources of south India the personal name Naga occurs as a 
name of persons who belong to the Tamil group. The assimilation of 
the Nagas of Sri Lanka and south India into the main ethnic groups 
of the region was complete before the ninth century. One of the 
major developments in this period, therefore, was the transformation 
of the dominant Naga group of the northern region into a Tamil- 
speaking group. 


What do we know about the Tamils in Sri Lanka in the six 
centuries between 300 and 900 CE? Although not much is known at 
present, the little that is available throws light on the process of 
transformation that went on in the northern parts of Sri Lanka 
culminating in the emergence of the Sri Lankan Tamil ethnic group 
in that region. In the first place, the interaction between south Indian 
and Sri Lankan communities that was seen in the protohistoric and 
early historic periods continued unabated in this period. It took place 
in the political, social, economic and cultural spheres. On the south 
Indian side, it involved not only the Tamils but also the Telugus, 
Kannadas and the Keralas. In the end, it resulted in the emergence of 
the two major groups, the Hela and the Demela of the ninth century 
inscriptions. 
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PLATE 12. ciamenieieeiaie : 
Ruins of Vijayaraja-isvaram. This inscription in Tamil is dated in 


the reign of Jayabalw I (after Vijayabahu 1), 
Photo; March 2005, by the author. 


PLATE 13, 


ta > s_s 
anavan-madevi-isvaram (named after the mother of Cola 


Rajendra 1), now known as Siva Devale No.2, Polonnaruva (known 
under the Colas as Jananathapuram, after Rajaraja 1). 11% century. 
This temple ‘is worthy of the great architectural traditions to which 
they [the Colas] were heirs and must be reckoned among the notable 
historical monuments of the Island’ (S. Paranavitana), 

Photo; March 2005, by the author. Courtesy: Department of Archaeology. 


The South Indian Scene 


The period from the third century to about the sixth century is 
considered to be a dark age in the history of the Tamil regions in 
south India. Very little is known about the political developments 
there. Although historians treat this period as one of much political 
confusion, it appears that what really happened was the supplanting 
of the old royal lineages of the Colas and the Pandyas by a new 
lineage whose origins and activities have gone unrecorded. The 
name Kalabhra is given to this lineage, on the basis of a few 
references in Buddhist literature and some inscriptions.'° 


That there was a disruption of the rule of the traditional Cola and 
Pandya dynasties by newcomers cannot be disputed. But it is 
doubtful that there was any more political instability at this time than 
there was in the centuries before 300 CE. Seen from the point of 
view of dynastic history and based on the popular belief that there 
was peace and prosperity under the three crowned kings (mévéntar) 
of the Tamil land in the so-called Sangam period, the fall of the 
traditional lineages would appear to signal political disaster. The 
information we have about the political conditions in the Sangam 
period comes from Tamil poets who were patronized by the Cola, 
Ctra and Pandya rulers and inevitably the picture painted by these 
poets is generally one of prosperity. There is, however, evidence, 
that these rulers were often engaged in wars with one another as well 
as with minor chiefs, a situation not different from that which 
obtained in the centuries after 300 CE. 


Those who overran the Tamil kingdoms in or about the fourth 
century have not been clearly identified. They may not have all 
belonged to the same lineage or ethnic group. The Kalabhras were 
possibly one of the groups that supplanted the established dynasties. 
Whatever the identity of the newcomers, the political conflicts of this 
time appear to have led to the fall of the traditional ruling families 
and the dispersal of some members of these families to areas north of 
the Tamil land and to Sri Lanka. In all probability, neither the Colas 
nor the Pandyas lost their hold completely on their traditional power 


eye 


centres. Their re-emergence to power in the later centuries takes 
place in their respective centres, namely Uraiytr and Madurai. The 
dispersal of some members of these families is attested by evidence 
in the Telugu regions and Sri Lanka, While a few lineages claiming 
descent from the Colas are known from the Telugu sources,'' some 
members of the Pandya family may be among those who seized 
power at Anuradhapura in the fifth century, as the first of them bears 
the lineage name Pandu. Clearly in the fourth and fifth centuries, 
none of the kingdoms in the Tamil land was politically powerful 


enough to either annex neighbouring kingdoms or even to withstand 
invasions from outside. 


Rise of Non-Brahmanical Religions 


The religious scene in this period in south India is of great 
significance for the understanding of some of the developments in 
the island. The first half of this period, from about 300 to 600 CE 
saw the dominance of Buddhism and Jainism in the south indian 
peninsula. Andhra, which was already a major Buddhist region in 
the centuries before 300, continued to have important centres of 
Theravada Buddhism. But what is more important is that Buddhism 
had spread widely in the Tamil regions and won the patronage of 
rulers there. The major urban centres of Kanchi, Kavéripattinam, 
Uraiytir and Madurai were centres of Buddhism and Jainism. These 
were also important centres of Pali learning. It was at this time that 
Tamil Nadu gave some of its greatest scholars to the Buddhist world. 
And it was in this period that the well-known Tamil Buddhist epics, 
Manimékalai and Kuntalakéct (Kundalakesi) as well as the Tamil 
Jaina epic Civaka-cintamani (Jivaka-chintamani), were produced. In 
Andhra, Buddhist art and architecture developed along distinctive 
lines and the influence of Andhra art spread to Sri Lanka and 
Southeast Asia. ; 


Theravada scholars 


The rise of Theravada Buddhism in the Tamil land coincided, 
quite naturally, with the emergence of Pali learning. This resulted in 
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the production of many Pali works there. Three of the greatest Pali 
scholars of this period were Buddhaghosa, Buddhadatta and 
Dhammapila and all three of them were associated with Buddhist 
establishments in the Tamil kingdoms. Two of them, Buddhadatta 
and Dhammapala, were Tamil Buddhists. The third and the most 
celebrated, Buddhaghosa, is one about whom we do not have many 
reliable biographical details because of the many legends that shroud 
his name.'” 


Two of the commentaries attributed to Buddhaghosa are those on _ 
the Anguttara-nikaya and the Majjhima-nikaya. The former was 
written when the author was residing at a monastery in Kanchi, while 
the latter was written at a monastery at Maytira-riipa-pattana 
(identified by some as Mylapore, in Chennai). Since a large number 
of Pali works are attributed to Buddhaghosa, some scholars doubt 
whether he was the author of all of them.'? Buddhadatta was a senior 
contemporary of Buddhaghosa. Thanks to his works preserved in Sri 
Lanka, some biographical details about him are available. He was 
born in the Cola kingdom and lived in the fifth century. He held 
positions of importance in some of the leading monasteries of the 
time in Kaveripattinam, Uraiyur, Bhtitamangalam, Kanchi and 
Anuradhapura. Among his best known Pali writings are the Vinaya- 
vinicchaya, the Uttara-vinicchaya and the Jinalarikara-kavya. It is as 
a commentator that Buddhadatta has gained much reputation in the 
Buddhist world. Among the commentaries written by him are the 
Madhurattha- vilasini and the A bhidhammavatara. Information about 
the other renowned Tamil Buddhist scholar, Dhammapila, is not 
easy to obtain, as there were several Buddhist scholars in this period 
bearing the name Dhammapala. One of them, ‘whose reputation is 
only second to that of Buddhaghosa as the exegetist of Sinhalese 
Buddhism’"*, was a resident of a Tamil monastery in Badaratittha 
(identified as Kadalur in Tamil Nadu). His best known work is the 
Paramattha-dipani, the commentary on several texts of the 
Khuddaka-nikaya.. The author of the commentary on the 
Nettipakarana is considered to be a different Dhammapala who was 
a resident of a monastery at Nagapattinam, which remained a centre 
of Buddhism in the Tamil land till about the fifteenth century.'° 
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Mahayana scholars 


The above commentators were all Theravada Buddhist scholars. 
Their high reputation leaves one with the impression that Theravada 
was the dominant Buddhist sect in the Tamil land in this period. 
There were, however, several non-Theravada sects, especially 
Mahayana, flourishing in Kanchi and other centres but not much is 
known about them. Again, it is through the work of Mahayana 


Buddhist philosophers and scholars that we get to know about the - 


strength of the Mahayana sect in the Tamil kingdoms. 


Of the great Tamil Mahayana Buddhist philosophers of this time, 
perhaps the best known is Dinndga (Skt. Dignaga), a native of 
Siyamangalam (a village to the south of Kanchi). He went to north 
India and became a Mahayanist under the influence of Vasubandhu 
and later won recognition as a philosopher and debater at the well- 
known ancient Buddhist centre of learning, popularly referred to as 
the Nalanda University. Returning to Kanchi, he spent his later years 
there. Considered as the founder of the Vififianavada school of 
Buddhist philosophy, he wrote two great Sanskrit works on logic, 
namely the Nydya-pravesa (Introduction to Logic) and the Nyaya- 
samuchchaya (Compendium of Logic). 


One of the most interesting aspects of Tamil Buddhism in this 
period is the missionary activity carried on by Tamil monks in the 
kingdoms of Southeast Asia and beyond. In the wake of the 
expansion of south Indian trade under the Pallavas from the ports of 
the eastern coast of south India, particularly Mamallapuram, 
Kavéripattinam and Nagapattinam, Buddhist missionaries as well as 
Brahmanical religious leaders went over to the eastern kingdoms 
ruled by Hindu and Buddhist monarchs. Since all the Buddhist 
monks who went from India had Sanskrit or Pali names, it is not 
always easy to identify those from the Tamil kingdoms.’® It is only 
from the scanty biographical details supplied by the Chinese sources 
that some of them could be identified. 
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Undoubtedly the most famous of the Buddhist monks who went 
forth to the eastern lands from south India was Bodhidharma 
(Chinese Tamo, Japanese Daruma). Popularly considered to be the 
founder of Zen Buddhism (Chinese Ch’an, Sanskrit Dhyana-marga), 
he lived in the sixth century.'? According to some of the more 
popular traditions, he was a son of a king of Kanchi. While the 
Chinese sources have many accounts of his activities in China, very 
little is available about his place of origin or early life. As a well- 
known centre of Mahayana Buddhism, Kanchi was a place of visit 
for Chinese monks at this time. It is possible that Bodhidharma 
hailed from a monastery in Kanchi and was influenced by visiting ~ 
Chinese monks and traders to become a missionary in China." 


Rise of Brahmanical sects 


The fifth and sixth centuries appear to have seen the peak of 
Buddhist influence, both Theravada and Mahayana, in the Tamil 
kingdoms. The situation, however, began to change towards the end 
of the sixth century when the rise of Vaishnavism and Saivism posed 
a serious challenge to Buddhism and Jainism. At the beginning of the | 
seventh century, the two major Tamil kingdoms, one ruled by the 
Pallavas and the other by the Pandyas, became the scene of an 
aggressive conflict between the Jainas and the Buddhists on the one 
hand and the Vaishnavas and the Saivas on the other. Though the 
two kingdoms were ruled by Jaina kings, there was a significant 
increase in Brahmanical influences at this time. Soon the worship of 
Siva and Visnu began to gain prominence. 


Dates are not easy to assign for the stages by which Brahmanical 
Vedic religion sent its firm roots in the Tamil region. Nevertheless, it 
is clear that for nearly seven or eight centuries before the rise of the 
Saiva movement of the Nayandrs in the sixth century the patronage 
given by local rulers to Brahmanas from the north and the popular 
appeal of the Vedic rituals led to a silent penetration of the Vedic 
religion. This religion, unlike Buddhism and Jainism, was not in 
conflict, at least to the ordinary person, with the local religious 
beliefs and practices. The result was a process of successful religious 
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eclecticism that Ied to the evolution of the Hindu religion as 
practised in south India. 


In this religion, there was at the top a profound philosophy as 
expounded by Kumarila and Sankara in the eighth and ninth 
centuries. At the other end, there was the folk religion with its 
ancient rituals and practices. The ability to accommodate the two in 
the same religion ensured the success of the new Saivism that was 
evolving in this period. The Nayanars, with their popular hymns to 
Siva and other deities in the local Tamil language, were able to 
provide the vital link between the higher philosophy of Sankara and 
Kumarila who wrote in Sanskrit and the religion of the ordinary 
people who understood only Tamil. These religious leaders, as 
Nilakanta Sastri describes, ‘traversed the whole of the Tamil land 
several times over, singing, preaching and organising’! and brought 
about a strong awareness of and a deep devotion to the Saiva 
movement. 


The Buddhist and Jaina religions, with their high moral 
philosophy, emphasis on non-violence and absence of theistic 
worship with its attendant rituals were not candidates for popular 
appeal and were supported largely by the elites. Even in their heyday 
in the Tamil land, it is doubtful that these religions enjoyed much 
support among the ordinary people. When these religions spread to 
the south, as Sudharshan Seneviratne has summed it, ‘they were in 
the main urban-based or situated near productiondistribution 
centres, resource areas or along trade routes’ and their ‘philosophical 
and ethical pronouncements were far more relevant to the newly 
- evolving urban centres than the pastoral cum subsistence farmers and 
hunter-gatherers of the hill tracts and arid plains’.° The situation 
does not seem to have been very different even at the height of their 
power. It is no wonder that when the Nayanars used the weapon of 
public disputations, the Jaina and Buddhist leaders became the losers 
in the eyes of the ordinary people. 
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The Saiva movement 


The ordinary people, however, were not the focus of their 
attention when the Nayanars began their movement. They launched 
their campaign with a strategy that, when it succeeded, was bound to 
ensure ultimate victory, as such strategies had in the case of other’ 
religions in other lands.”’ They started at the very top with the 
conversion of the rulers. Tirunavukkaracar, popularly known as 
Appar (Father) and himself a convert from Jainism, succeeded in 
converting the mighty Pallava Mahendravarman I from Jainism to 
Saivism. This marked the beginning of the triumphant march of . 
Saivism throughout the Tamil land. In the Pandya kingdom, Nana- 
campantar, a junior contemporary of Appar, first won over the 
queen, Mankayarkkaraci, and had no difficulty bringing the Pandya 
monarch into the Saiva fold. Soon others among the elites 
followed.” 


From then on clashes occurred. between the two sides in many 
parts of the Tamil land. Public debates between leaders of the two 
sides became a notable feature of this conflict. Religious intolerance 
and persecution followed.” By the end of the eighth century, Jainism 
and Buddhism were completely subdued and Saivism attained 
dominance among the Tamils. 


Rise of maritime commerce 


The economic developments, particularly the expansion of 
overseas trade and the rise of mercantile guilds, give this period an 
importance that has been often underestimated. Maritime traders 
from both the eastern and western coasts of south India ventured out 
as far as the Southeast Asian islands in the east and the Red Sea ports 
in the west. It is in this period that organized mercantile communities 
like the Manigramam and the Aififiirruvar began their trading 
activities across the Bay of Bengal. The ports of Sri Lanka played a 


significant role in this trade. 
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South India and Sri Lanka 
Politics 


The Sri Lankan kingdoms, whatever the nature of the political 
conflicts in the south Indian kingdoms, were not seriously affected 
by the events on the mainland until the rise of the Pallavas and the 
Pandyas in the seventh century. As on earlier occasions, Tamil 
princes came over to Anuradhapura and seized power for brief 
periods. Princes from Anuradhapura went across to south India on 
several occasions to enlist support in order to oust the rulers of 
Anuradhapura. The Pali chronicle records at least nine occasions 
between 300 and 900 CE when this happened. Similarly, there is also 
evidence of Sinhalese rulers taking Tamil brides, presumably from 
the established royal lineages of the Tamil kingdoms, as on earlier 
occasions. The Tamil element continued to be strong in the 
Anuradhapura kingdom in this period. 


The events of the first half of the fifth century demonstrate the 
extent to which Tamil influence was strong at the court of 
Anuradhapura. Mahanama, the Sinhalese ruler who ascended the 
throne in 406, had a Tamil as one of his queens and it was the son 
born to this queen, Sotthisena by name, who succeeded to the throne 
when the king died. He did not, however, rule long as he was ousted 
by his half-sister and her husband. But within two years, a member 
of the Pandya lineage from south India seized the throne and 
inauguarated a period of Tamil rule from 429 to 455. His name is 
given in the chronicles as Pandu, indicating that he belonged to the 
Pandya lineage. It has been surmised that his arrival in the island 
may have’ been connected with the defeat of the Pandyas by the 
Kalabhras.” It may well be that the seizure of power at 
Anuradhapura by Tamil leaders from time to time flowed from the 
close relations that the Sinhalese rulers had with the south Indian 
ruling families. In this instance, the fact that the Sinhalese king 
Mahanama was married to a Tamil lady and that the son born to her 
was ousted from the throne may be connected to the arrival of the 
Pandya prince who was possibly related to the ousted Sotthisena 
through his mother. The fact that Sinhalese princes fled to south 
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India on many occasions when they were denied the throne of 
Anuradhapura, or ousted from the throne, or when they plotted to 
scize the throne, seems to suggest that the Sinhalese ruling families 
had closer connections with the Tamil ruling families of south India 
than are discernible from the available sources. As more evidence 
comes to light from south Indian inscriptions from the seventh 
century, one finds confirmation of the mutual help that the Pallava, 
Pandya and Sinhalese ruling families offered to one another in times 
of crisis. The success of the Tamil rulers in holding power in the 
Sinhalese kingdom for more than a quarter of a century would not 
have been possible as complete outsiders. 


Tamil rule in Anuradhapura 


By the fifth century, the Hela language and the Buddhist religion 
had helped to unite the majority of the people in the Anuradhapura 
kingdom into a single ethnic group and the Tamil rulers governed the 
kingdom like Sinhalese rulers. That they were Buddhists themselves, 
patronized Buddhism and recorded their donations to Buddhist. 
institutions in the Hela language and took over titles used by the 
Sinhalese rulers is evidenced by the inscriptions left by them. No 
epigraphic records in the name of Pandu have been found yet but. 
inscriptions of one of his sons as well as of some of his other 
successors throw interesting light on the rule of these Tamil 


monarchs. 


Pandu, according to the chronicles, ruled for five years. He was 
succeeded by his son whose name in Pali is given as Parinda. Ina 
Sinhalese inscription of this ruler, his name is given as Paridadeva 
(the Tamil form of which may be Parintira Tévan, Sanskrit Parindra 
Deva?).”> This inscription records the donations made by this 
monarch to a Buddhist institution, thereby indicating that he was a 
patron of Buddhism and possibly a Buddhist himself. His brother, 
who succeeded him after three years, is called Khudda Parinda (the 
Younger Parinda) in the chronicle. That this Tamil king was a 
Buddhist is supported by inscriptional evidence. His queen made 
some benefactions to a Buddhist monastery and in the record of these 
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gifts the king is given the name La Pari Deva (the Younger Pari 
Deva) and the title Budadasa (Servant of the Buddha).”° The title 
“Budadasa’ was borne by some of the kings of Anuradhapura from 
the fourth century”’ and the adoption of this title by the Tamil ruler 
indicates that he wanted to be like the other rulers of this kingdom.”8 
(There is a parallel in the eleventh century when Cola princes took 
over the Sinhalese consecration name as rulers at Polonnaruva.) It 
also shows that he was an adherent of Buddhism, otherwise it is 
unlikely that he preferred a title indicating devotion to the Buddha. 
His successor, however, had a Vaishnava name (Tiritara in the Pali 
chronicle = Sanskrit Sridhara, Tamil Tirutaran) and it is not known 
whether he was also a Buddhist, although this ruler’s son was a 
patron of a Buddhist monastery. In a Sinhalese inscription of his son, 
Tiritara is named Sarataraya, a corruption of Sridhara.2? Soon after 
he ascended the throne, the Sinhalese prince Dhatusena made an 
attempt to capture the throne. According to the Pali chronicle, 
Tiritara lost the throne after two months of rule and was succeeded 
by his son whose name is given as Dathiya (the Bearded One). In the 
Sinhalese epigraph of Dathiya, recording his benefactions to a 
Buddhist institution, the king’s name is given as Mahadali Mahana 
(Mahanaga the Big-Bearded One). The name Mahanaga is 
noteworthy, for it shows that this Tamil prince was given a name that 
was common among the Sinhalese princes of this time. Whether he 
was related to the first Tamil ruler Pandu or was from a different line 
connected with a Naga family is hard to establish. Dathiya ruled for 
three years, according to the Pali chronicle, and was succeeded by 
Pithiya. This last ruler reigned only for seven months and faced 
defeat at the hands of Dhatusena. 


The information that we have about the quarter century of Tamil 
rule at Anuradhapura is of special interest in demonstrating how the 
twin forces of the Hela language and the Buddhist religion operated 
to accommodate the Tamil conquerors and soon assimilate them into 
the local system. This is a process that we see continuing in the later 
centuries until the time of the last rulers of the last Sinhalese 
kingdom. If the chronicles did not tell us that they were Tamils and if 
we were to depend only on the Sinhalese inscriptions, we would not 
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have known that these fifth century kings of Anuradhapura were of 
Tamil origin. While it is true that there were Sinhalese aspirants to 
the throne who wanted to oust them, just as there were similar 
aspirants in the time of Sinhalese kings, any interpretation that the 
Tamil rulers ‘imposed foreign rule’ and any suggestion that “even 
though they themselves were not adherents of the Buddhist faith, 
they supported the religion as a matter of political expedicney in 
order to win the favour of the people’ is not a reasonable one.” This 
interpretation is another instance of the prejudice with which some 
historians have viewed the role of Tamils. in Sri Lankan history. 
Clearly such an interpretation does not take into account the fact that ; 
in the Tamil land itself Buddhism was patronized by Tamil kings in 
the fifth century and that the ordinary people in these early times did 
not behave in the same way as people did in modern times, after the 
rise of nationalism, when they resented the rule of persons whose 
faith or language was different from theirs. In fact, the Pali chronicle 
states that there were Sinhalese nobles who had given support to the 
Tamil rulers, for which support they were later punished by 
Dhatusena. These Tamil rulers after all were not ruling the Sinhalese 
kingdom on behalf of an overlord or emperor in south India. That 
there was no racial animosity in the conflict between Dhatusena and 
the Tamil rulers is suggested by the fact that Dhatusena’s own son, 
Moggallana, fled to India, presumably to the court of a Tamil king, 
when he was denied his right to the throne and returned eighteen 
years later with an army to claim his right. 


Tamil bodyguards and soldiers 


Moggallana was following a practice established by disinherited 
or ambitious Sinhalese princes as early as the first century. It is not 
known how many of the politically ambitious persons went over to 
south India and returned with troops to achieve their goals. What we 
know are only those who are recorded in the chronicles. Even in the 
time of Moggallana, bringing troops from south India to oust the 
ruling monarch must have posed a serious problem, for ane ne is 
said to have instituted a coastal guard to prevent invasions.” After 


185. 


~~ 


the tifne of Moggallana, fleeing to south India to obtain. help 
occurred all too frequently. 


In this period of palace intrigues, political machinations and 
mistrust, the Anuradhapura rulers came to depend more and more on 
Tamil bodyguards for their personal security and protection of their 
assets. The inscriptions of this period have numerous references to 
these bodyguards (meykappar, Tamil meykappar).” Just as the 
Sinhalese rulers employed Tamil bodyguards, from whom they could 
expect more loyalty, Tamil rulers in south India also appear to have 
kept Sinhalese bodyguards (Crrika/a meyk&ppar) in their service.* 
The recruitment of bodyguards and troops from south India was no 
doubt a common practice at this time. Indeed, relying on bodyguards 
from outside the kingdom had been a practice in Tamil and Sinhalese 
courts from the early centuries of the Common Era. The Tamil 
Sangam poems have references to Graeco-Roman (Yavana) 
bodyguards in the courts of Tamil rulers. Possibly Graeco-Romans 
were also employed in the Sinhalese courts. 


The landing of troops from south India reached its peak in the 
seventh century. Within a period of nearly fifty-five years, beginning 
from 628, Sinhalese aspirants to the throne of Anuradhapura are 
recorded to have brought south Indian troops on as many as eight 
occasions. These troops whose number kept increasing, according to 
the Pali chronicle, grew uncontrollable and the Tamil soldiers caused 
many problems. In the court, too, the Tamil element was strong. In 
the reign of Aggabodhi IV (667-683), several Tamils are named in 
the chronicle as holding high office. Some of them, such as 
Potthakuttha, Potthasita and Mahakanda, are described as 
benefactors of Buddhist institutions. It is possible that some 
influential Tamil Buddhist families moved to Sri Lanka at this time 
as a result of the religious conflict in the Tamil kingdoms. One of the 
benefactors of Buddhist institutions, Potthakuttha, was so influential 
that he eventually became a kingmaker.™ 


When Potthakuttha was at the height of his power, a new 
development drew the Sinhalese kingdom into the politics of the 
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Tamil land. This was the arrival of Manavamma (Manavarma), a 
Sinhalese prince who had sojourned at the capital of the powerful 
Pallava ruler, with an army that defeated Potthakuttha and helped 
the prince to seize the throne. Manavamma had found refuge in the 
Pallava court at Kanchi in the time of the powerful 
Narasimhavarman I (630-668), helped the Pallava ruler in his wars 
against the Chalukyas and received as a reward an army to make a 
bid for the throne of Anuradhapura. Manavamma landed with this 
army and successfully marched towards Anuradhapura. But, we are 
told, the victorious army had to abruptly end its campaign and 
hurriedly return to Kanchi as news was received of the serious illness © 
of the Pallava ruler. Manavamma made a second attempt with the 
help of the Pallavas in the time of Narasimhavarman II (680-720), 
defeated Potthakuttha and became king at Anuradhapura. 


Pallava forces in Sri Lanka 


The assistance provided by Narasimhavarman | is the first 
recorded instance of a major Tamil king sending his troops to Sri 
Lanka to enable a Sinhalese prince to wrest power in the Sinhalese 
kingdom. Although several Sinhalese princes had been fleeing to 
south India before this and bringing troops from there, it is not 
known whether they obtained military aid from the major kings or. 
from local chieftains. The grandfather of Narasimhavarman I, 
namely Pallava Simhavignu, claimed to have vanquished, among 
other kings, the Sinhalese ruler but in the Sri Lankan sources there is 
no evidence of any south Indian invasion that could be dated in the 
reign of this Pallava ruler. Simhavigsnu’s claim cannot be dismissed 
easily just because it is not corroborated by Sri Lankan sources. It 
would appear that Simhavisnu had invaded the island and gained a 
foothold in that part of Sri Lanka where significant evidence of 
Pallava influence is found. It is possible, however, that the new line 
of powerful Pallava rulers beginning with Simhavisnu had close 
relations with some of the rulers of Anuradhapura. This would 
explain the circumstances under which a Sinhalese prince, 
Manavamma, lived for a long time in the Pallava capital, enjoying 
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the hospitality of the Pallava rulers and rendering services to them in 
their wars. 


The alliance between the Pallava rulers and the Sinhalese kings 
that Maénavamma succeeded in establishing in the seventh century 
lasted for two hundred years, until almost. the end of the Pallava 
dynasty. Since the Pandyas were the enemies of the Pallavas in the 
Tamil land, the Sinhalese alliance also led to hostilities between the 
Pandyas and the Sinhalese kings, resulting in at least one major 
invasion of the island by the Pandyas and a counter-invasion of the 
Pandya kingdom by Sinhalese armies. These invasions took place in 
the ninth century when the Pandyas were on the ascendant and the 
Pallava power was declining. 


Pandya invasion 


The invasion of the Sinhalese kingdom by the Pandyas took place 
in the reign of Sena I (833-853). It was led by the powerful Pandya 
ruler Sri Mara Sri Vallabha (815-862). This is the first recorded 
Instance of an invasion of Sri Lanka by a Pandya king. Some time in 
the early part of Sena I’s reign, the Pandya ruler landed with an army 
in the north of the island and made a successful march to 
Anuradhapura. Sena fled to Malaya in the south, leaving the capital 
open to the attack of the Pandya army. Having taken the royal 
treasures, the Pandya king sent messengers to Sena, imposed a treaty 
and left the island. 


In the reign of Sena I’s successor, Sena II (853-887), events took 
a different turn. The Pandya ruler’s son, Varaguna by name, became 
estranged with his father and sought refuge in the Sinhalese court. 
This seems to have provided an opportunity for the Sinhalese 
monarch and the Pallava ruler to keep the aggressive Pandya under 
check. While the Pallava Nrpatungavarman attacked the Pandya 
territories from the north, provoking Sri Mara Sri Vallabha to march 
against him, the Sinhalese ruler sent his army to the Pandya capital 
from the south. The Pandya army was defeated by the Pallavas at the 
Battle of Arisil. The Sinhalese army succeeded in overrunning the 
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defences of the Pandya capital, Madurai, and defeating the depleted 
Pandya army that rushed back from the Battle of Arisil to save the 
capital city. What turned out to be more disastrous to the Pandyas in 
this encounter was the death of Sri Mara Sri Vallabha himself. This 
event cleared the way for the Sinhalese army to place the Pandya 
prince Varaguna on the throne at Madurai. These events took place 


in 862. 


These developments demonstrated the inevitability of Sri Lanka 
being affected by the rise and fall of empires in south India. What 
began as a friendly alliance between the Pallavas and the Sinhalese’ 
rulers in the seventh century brought the latter into the conflict 
between the two major powers contending for the overlordship of the 
Tamil land. At first the contest was between the Pallavas and the 
Pandyas, in which the Sinhalese were on the side of the Pallavas. But 
with the fall of the Pallavas and the rise of the Colas, it was with the 
Pandyas that the Sinhalese allied and this alliance continued for 
another three centuries until the emergence of the second Pandya 
empire in the thirteenth century. 


Religion: Buddhism 


In the sphere of religious activities, there is considerable evidence 
of close relations and interactions between south India and Sri Lanka 
in this period. As Buddhism was one of the dominant religions in 
south India, naturally there were very close relations between the two 
regions. Much of the information about this comes from the. Pali 
Buddhist sources. 


As mentioned earlier, there was a great interest in the Buddhist 
commentaries preserved in Sri Lanka and some of the eminent 
scholar monks from the Tamil Buddhist centres of south India came 
over to Sri Lanka to translate the commentaries into Pali. These 
monks resided in the leading monasteries of Anuradhapura, 
especially the Mahavihara and the Abhayagirivihara and engaged 
themselves in the translation of the commentaries. Monks from Sri 
Lanka, too, went across to the Tamil kingdoms and stayed in the 
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monasteries at Kanchi, Kaveripattinam and Madurai. It was a period 
of much interaction between the Theravada centres of the Tamil land 
and those of Sri Lanka. 


Although Mahayana scholars also came to Sri Lanka from south 
India at this time and spread the. influence of Mahayana sects, 
evidence relating to their activities has not survived. From the 
archaeological remains of Mahayana institutions in the island, clearly 
revealing influences from the Tamil kingdoms, it would appear that 
the interaction between south India and Sri Lanka in the centuries 
after 600 were more among the Mahayanists than among the 
Theravadins. These relations have, for obvious reasons, gone 
unrecorded in the Pali chronicle or other literary texts written by the 
Sinhalese Theravada monks. However, there is archaeological and 
epigraphical evidence that throws interesting light on the flow of 
Mahayana influences from the Tamil land, particularly from the 
Pallava kingdom. 


Epigraphic records, the contents of which relate to the Mahayana 
sect, have been found in Sri Lanka revealing distinct influences from 
the Pallava kingdom. These are not only in the Sanskrit language but 
are also written in the Pallava-Grantha script, which was used in 
south India at this time by Mahayana Buddhists and Hindus to write 
their Sanskrit works. As Paranavitana opines, these Mahayana 
inscriptions were probably the result of the activities of the 
Mahayana teachers who went to Sri Lanka from the Pallava 
kingdom.*? The movement of Buddhist scholars between Sri Lanka 
and south India, which seems to have been very intensive in the sixth 
and seventh centuries, was first due to the increasing interest in Pali 
learning and the activities of the Mahayanists. But later it was one of 
the consequences of the conflict with Saivism and Vaisnavism. The 
impact of this movement is most visible in the art of writing in Sri 
Lanka. 


The Brahmi script of the ancient Prakrit inscriptions in the island 
had, in the early centuries of the Common Era, begun to develop 
along independent lines as the script of the Ha language. A similar 
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development took place in the Tamil land leading to the evolution of 
the Tamil script. In the Pallava kingdom, where the Sanskrit 
language was also extensively used by the rulers along with Tamil 
and where the Brahmana priests as well as Mahayana Buddhist 
monks used Sanskrit as the language of their religious writings, the 
Brahmi script developed into what came to be known as the Pallava- 
Grantha script. This script was soon introduced to Sri Lanka. 
Consequently, the separate development of the Hela script was 
suddenly interrupted by the innovation of the Pallava-Grantha script. 
The inscriptions of the seventh and eighth centuries in the island bear _ 
testimony to this. Some of the inscribed Sanskrit records of this 
period, like the one from Tiriyay, were written in the Pallava- 
Grantha script as used in south India, while some others, like those . 
from Kuccaveli and Mihintale, were written in a script closely 
resembling Pallava-Grantha. Several of the Hela records of this time 
also reveal distinct influences of this script. For the Pallava-Grantha 
script to have had such a pervasive influence over the local script so 
as to change its course of independent development, the Mahayanists 
from the Pallava kingdom must have had far more influence in the 
island than is generally conceded. 


Pallava artisans 


The activities of the Mahayanists also led to the arrival of artisans 
from the Pallava kingdom for the erection of Mahayana structures 
and production of sculptures, particularly Buddha and Bodhisattva 
images. The result was the flow of fresh artistic influences from. 
south India. It is well known to students of Sri Lankan art history 
that the relief sculpture of a seated man, with a horse’s head behind 
him, at Isurumuniya (in Anuradhapura), is one of the best specimens 
of the Pallava style in the island.** Among the other Mahayana 
sculptures of about the same age (seventh century), showing Pallava 
artistic influence, are the Bodhisattva figure from Situlpavu and a 
similar figure at Kurukkalmadam, in the Eastern Province.*” The 
dvarapala (gatekeeper) figures at the circular shrine at Tiriyay, also 
in the Eastern Province, exhibit Pallava influences of the eighth 
century.*® The Kuvéra figure at Nalanda is another good example of 
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this style. There is also a half-finished rock relief in the Pallava style 
at Andiyagala.* 


Pallava artisans introduced the Tamil style of architecture to build 
Mahayana edifices. Under the patronage of the Pallava rulers, a 
tradition of stone architecture, replacing the previous wooden 
architecture, was begun in the Pallava kingdom in the sixth century. 
As is well known, this developed into the distinctive temple 
architecture of the Tamil land, commonly referred to as Dravidian 
architecture. This new tradition soon found its way to Sri Lanka. The 
earliest surviving structure in this style is the Mahayana shrine at 
Nalanda (Gedigé), which appears to be of the eighth century.*° 
Another shrine of about this period at Devundara also shows 
influences of the Pallava style.*! 


Religious unrest 


As seen earlier, there was also another side to the religious 
developments of this period in south India. By the end of the sixth 
century, the period of glory was over for both Buddhism and 
Jainism. At the beginning of the seventh century, when they began to 
lose the patronage of the major rulers, they also faced a violent 
opposition from the two main Hindu sects, Saivism and Vaisnavism. 
Buddhist and Jaina institutions were under attack and popular 
support was lost. One result of this was the migration of Buddhist 
and Jaina monks, and possibly some lay members who were devoted 
to their religions, to kingdoms where they could find refuge. While 
the Jainas were able to go to the Kannada and Telugu regions, the 
Buddhists turned to Sri Lanka. 


Although the Kalabhras, and possibly some of the minor rulers in 
the Tamil land, were patrons of Buddhism, the Pandyas and the 
Pallavas who supplanted the Kalabhras were supporters of Jainism. 
However, there is no evidence that they were opposed to the 
Buddhists. But at the beginning of the seventh century the tide turned 
against the Jainas and the Buddhists. As discussed earlier, two Saiva 
hymnodists (better known as Nayanars), Appar and Nanacampantar, 
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began a relentless campaign to revive Saivism and _ tirelessly 
journeyed to different sacred places of Saivism and rallied support 
for their religion. 


One of the notable features of the Saiva campaign was the 
conduct of public disputations between the Saiva Nayanars and their 
opponents. Often harsh punishments seem to have been meted out to 
those who were defeated. Saiva traditions refer to opponents being 
impaled on stakes. Other traditions mention banishments. According 
to Saiva traditions, Buddhist monks from Sri Lanka were among 
those who entered into disputations with Saiva leaders in the Tamil 
land. An interesting case is that of the Saiva hymnodist, 
Manikkavacakar, who is said to have defeated Sri Lankan Buddhist 
monks in a public disputation. Some Telugu and Kannada sources 
also refer to disputations between Jainas and Buddhists in Kanchi. 
Late Telugu works such as the Rajavali-kathe, the Akalanika-carita 
and the Aka/arika-stotra refer to an eighth-century Jaina teacher, 
Akalanka by name, from Sravana Belgola in Karnataka, as having 
disputed with the Buddhists of Kanchi and defeated them.” These 
Buddhists, we are told, were in consequence banished to Sri Lanka. 
The substance of these accounts seems credible, for, two Kannada 
inscriptions of earlier dates also refer to the same incident.” 


The incidental information in the Saiva and Vaisnava hymns, not 
to mention their aggressive and sometimes abusive tone, leads one to 
the conclusion that the religious conflicts of this time were not 
entirely non-violent. If there were instances of banishment and 
impaling of Buddhists and Jainas, one cannot rule out the possibility 
of some of the oppressed moving out to safer kingdoms. Just as 
Sinhalese monks from Anuradhapura went over to the Tamil 
kingdoms in times of famine and political pressures, Tamil Buddhist 
monks probably sought refuge in Sri Lanka at this time. It is possible 
that lay Buddhist families also migrated to the island. Analysing the 
Sinhalese folk traditions embodied in the ritual dramas as an 
anthropologist, Obeyesekere makes ‘a strong case for Buddhist 
migrations from South India’ as a consequence of the Saiva- 
Vaishnava movement.” 
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Tamil traders 


The commercial activities of the Pallava kingdom led to the 
growth of mercantile organizations that played an important role in 
the Indian Ocean trade. The international trade that began to grow 
between India and the Southeast Asian kingdoms, particularly Fu- 
nan, about the first century CE involved traders from the Tamil 
kingdoms as well. No doubt, Southeast Asian traders played a major 
role in this trade that resulted in a long-lasting dialogue with Indian 
culture. In the time of the Pallava rulers, after about 500 CE, there 
was a significant growth in this trade and in the cultural dialogue 
between India and Southeast Asia. Using the evidence of Chinese 
sources, Gunawardana argues that ‘between the third and fifth 
centuries A.D., a change of fundamental importance in navigational 
technology appears to have taken place, ushering in a transformation 
in the patterns of navigation which helped to elevate Sri Lanka, with 
its strategic location in the Indian Ocean, and the southeastern 
coastal belt of the subcontinent to positions of important 
intermediaries in the trade between east and west.’ It is in this 
background that one has to understand the activities of Tamil traders 
in Sri Lanka. 


The growth of mercantile communities is one of the notable 
developments in the overseas trade of south India from about the 
sixth century. The rise of the first powerful kingdom in the Tamil 
region of south India, namely the Pallava kingdom, at the beginning 
of the sixth century clearly gave an impetus to the overseas trade of 
the south Indian mercantile communities. Archaeological evidence 
relating to the period between the sixth and the ninth centuries, but 
mainly to the seventh century, from the east coast of south India, the 
eastern region of Sri Lanka and the southern coastal regions of 
Thailand and Vietnam bear testimony to the varied activities of the 
south Indian traders, with whom were associated Brahmanas, 
Buddhist monks and artisans. The ports of Mamallapuram and 
Nagapattinam on the east coast of south India were linked by a 
network of trade routes across the Bay of Bengal with the ports of 
Tirukonamalai (Gokarna/Trincomalee) and Pallavavanka (north of 
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Kuccaveli) on the east coast of Sri Lanka, the port of Takua-pa on 
the west coast of Thailand and the port of OcEo in southern Viet 
Nam. 


On the Indian side, unfortunately, much of the evidence for the 
period up to 900 CE is lost. Neither inscriptions nor literature 
provides any valuable information relating to this important maritime 
activity. Apart from the few references in the Tamil epic 
Manimékalar to ships departing to Cavakam (Javaka), it is hard to 
find any reference to the Southeast Asian trade in the rich body of 
Tamil literature of this period. As for epigraphy, the earliest 
references in south Indian inscriptions to merchants or organizations 
associated with the maritime trade, such as the Manigramam and the 
Afijuvannam, do not occur before the ninth century. 


One of the earliest of these communities was the Manigramam.”® 
Records of the ninth and tenth centuries show that they were active 
in several places in south India, Sri Lanka and Thailand. In Sri 
Lanka, there is evidence of their activities in the interior market-town 
of Hopitigamu, near Mahiyangana, in the middle of the tenth 
century."” It is not known from which date they began their 
operations in the island. If, in the tenth century, they were active in 
an interior market-town in the Badulla region, it is reasonable to 
surmise that they had establishments in the main ports before that. In 
Tiriyay, Trincomalee District, there is evidence of the activities of 
other merchant communities with Pallava associations in the seventh 
century. Given the prominent role played by the Manigramam in the 
overseas trade of the Pallava empire, this community may well have 
established its position in the ports of the Trincomalee District which 
were participating in the trade across the Bay of Bengal. - 


In Sri Lanka and Southeast Asia there is _ interesting 
archaeological evidence connected with the activities of Tamil 
traders and the artisans and religious personalities who went with 
them. At least one inscription, in Tamil, discovered in the ancient 
Thai port of Takua-pa refers to the Manigramam, Cénamukam and 
another organization (the name of which is illegibie). The record is 
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datable to the ninth century.” It is reported to have been discovered 
along with a stone Visnu image and other statues in the south Indian 
Pallava style. Undoubtedly, this is the clearest evidence we have for 
the activities of Tamil trading organizations in Southeast Asian ports 
at this time. As usual, extended commercial activities were 
accompanied by the erection of religious edifices. It was about this 
time that the Manigramam was active in Sri Lanka. Another south 
Indian mercantile community that was trading in the island in the 
ninth century was the Nanku-natu.” In the same century, members 
of the trading community called Cettis were also active.” 


But earlier evidence, though indirect, relating to the south Indian 
overseas trade of this time and its cultural influences comes in the 
form of several Sanskrit inscriptions in the Southern Indian Brahmi 
and Pallava-Grantha script as well as Saiva-Vaisnava and Buddhist 
sculptures. One of the earliest records is found in Laos, in the town 
of Champassak. It is a long pillar inscription in Sanskrit, written in 
the late Southern Indian Brahmi of about the 5"-6" century.*’ The 
record is associated with a pilgrimage centre dedicated principally to 
Brahma, Vignu and Siva. Two other Sanskrit inscriptions in Pallava- 
Grantha characters of about the seventh century have been found 
close to Champassak.” Another comes from the well-known 
archaeological site Oc-eo, in southern Vietnam (ancient Fu-nan). Oc- 
€o was an entrepot from the second to the sixth century. The Sanskrit 
inscription found here is in the late Southern Indian Brahmi 
characters of about the 6-7" century and records the construction of 
a brick temple for the god Varddhamana.* More Sanskrit 
inscriptions in Pallava-Grantha characters have been discovered i in 
Malaysia and Thailand.” 


In Sri Lanka, too, a number of Sanskrit inscriptions in the 
Pallava-Grantha script of about the seventh and eighth centures have 
been discovered. They are mostly in the northeastern part of the 
island where Tamil influence from the Pallava kingdom seems to 
have been very strong. A record that gives a clear indication of the 
involvement of traders in the spread of Pallava influences is the 
Sanskrit inscription from Tiriyay, datable to about the seventh 
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century. It refers to organizations of merchants (vapig-gana) who 
were associated with the Buddhist shrine at Tiriyay. Other Sanskrit 
inscriptions in Pallava-Grantha have been found in Mihintale and 


: 56 
Kuccaveli. 


Hydraulic technology 
Exchange of ideas 


Irrigation technology was another area in which there was 
significant interaction between south India and Sri Lanka in this 
period. The mutual exchange of technology that appears to have 
taken place between the two regions, as revealed by the researches of 
Gunawardana, would have also led to movement of skilled persons. 
to both regions. The beginnings of irrigation technology in Sri 
Lanka, it is now believed by leading historians, was introduced by 
those who brought the Megalithic-BRW culture from south India. 
‘Megalithic folk’, in the words of Gunawardana, ‘appear to have 
been among the earliest migrants from India to Sri Lanka and it 
seems likely that they brought with them several cultural traits 
including the use of iron, the domestication of the rice plant and, if 
we are to accept the implications of the observations made by 
Srinivasan and Banerjee, a rudimentary irrigation technology 
including the art of constructing small-scale reservoirs.””” 


As village settlements expanded and agricultural activity assumed 
importance, the need to secure an adequate water supply was 
recognized very early in the kingdoms of south India and Sri Lanka. 
While the chronicles in Sri Lanka provide information about the 
reservoirs constructed under the direction of the Anuradhapura 
rulers, the earliest Tamil poems of south India give praise to those 
rulers who paid attention to constructing reservoirs and increasing 
fertility.°* Clearly one of the main ideals of the early rulers was to 
ensure an adequate supply of water for cultivation through the 
construction of reservoirs and dams. This was as important as the 
ideal of erecting religious edifices. It is no surprise, therefore, that 
the brief annals of the Anuradhapura rulers, as given in the 
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chronicles, do not fail to record the religious buildings and the 
irrigation tanks constructed by every monarch. In the south Indian 
kingdoms, too, the available evidence suggests that the rulers paid 
much attention to the provision of irrigation facilities, although the 
details are not available as in Sri Lanka owing to the absence of 
chronicles. When stone inscriptions came to be set up widely from 
the sixth century onwards, information about irrigation works 
becomes available in south India. 


Karikélan legends 


Some of these inscriptions preserve traditions relating to builders 
of reservoirs of earlier times. An early Tamil ruler who is famed in 
literature and legend as a great builder of dams and reservoirs is the 
Cola king Karikalan. He lived very probably in the first or second 
century of the Common Era. While a poem in the Sangam anthology 
praises this monarch for his contribution to the prosperity of the land 
through his achievements in ‘clearing forests to extend settlements 
and constructing reservoirs to increase fertility’, inscriptions of the 
Telugu-Coda (who claimed descent from the Colas) refer to 
Karikalan’s success in raising the flood-banks of the mighty Kaveri 
river by employing his subordinate kings to accomplish this task.” 
The legends of Karikalan have also been preserved in Sri Lankan 
folk traditions relating to Sinhalese ritual dramas While the 
information in these legends is historically unreliable, the legends 
themselves indicate the special interest taken by rulers in the 
_ building of dams and reservoirs and the use of prisoners of war in 
these constructions. | 


Considering the many occasions on which south Indian armies 
were brought to Sri Lanka by aspirants to the kingship of 
Anuradhapura between 300 and 900, it is possible that many of the 
soldiers in these armies were eventually used as labour in the 
construction of irrigation works. This would have formed the basis of 
the Karikalan and Gajabahu myths, according to which Karikalan 
had taken 12,000 captives from Sri Lanka to build the flood-banks of 
the Kaveri river in the Cola kingdom and Gajabahu brought back 
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these 12,000 men and an additional 12,000 captives from the Céla 
kingdom to be employed in irrigation works in the Anuradhapura 
kingdom.®' As Gananath Obeyesekere has shown through his 
anthropological analysis, the Karikalan and Gajabahu myths cannot 
be considered as based on historical events.*? However, they indicate 
that the ancient rulers who were responsible for the construction of 
major irrigation works made use of prisoners of war and other 
captives in these public works. 


Role of mercantile communities in irrigation works 


Kings were not the only persons responsible for the construction 
of reservoirs and canals. In this period, it would appear that the 
influential mercantile communities were also associated with the 
building of irrigation facilities and their maintenance. The 
Manigramam, which was engaged in trading activities in south India, 
Sri Lanka and Southeast Asia, is known to have been associated with 
the maintenance of a reservoir, which bears the name of a Pallava 
ruler, in the ninth century in Takua Pa, Southern Thailand. Along 
with the Manigramam is mentioned another community, the Céna- 
mukam, which, judging from its name (Skt. Sena-mukha), appears to 
have been a body of soldiers.” A study of the activities of the south 
Indian mercantile communities shows that they took with them 
soldiers and artisans to be employed in their non-mercantile pursuits. 


The construction of reservoirs. and religious edifices were 
undoubtedly among the major non-mercantile pursuits of the wealthy 
mercantile communities. The period 600-900, when the earliest 
mercantile communities of south India became active with the 
expansion of overseas trade under the Pallavas, was also a time of 
significant developments in irrigation engineering in Sri Lanka as 
well as south India. That these developments took place in Sri Lanka 
in a climate of political instability is indeed surprising. In the south 
Indian Tamil kingdoms, on the other hand, the Pallavas and the 
Pandyas were in a powerful position to undertake major irrigation 
works. Unfortunately, neither the inscriptions nor the literary sources 
tell us much about these constructions. However, it cannot be 
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doubted that the parallel developments in this area of economic 
activity in Sri Lanka and south India were closely connected. There 
would have been transfer of technology and movement of labour 
between the two regions. In this respect, it is the mercantile 
communities who would have played a major role. 


Tamil population in Anuradhapura 


The cumulative effect of the foregoing developments in the 
political, religious and economic spheres was the strengthening of 
the Tamil element in the demography of the Anuradhapura kingdom. 
The evidence of the Pali chronicle and Sinhalese inscriptions 
supports this conclusion. The south Indian troops brought to 
Anuradhapura on several occasions by Sinhalese aspirants to the 
throne were, according to the chronicle, a source of instability to the 
Anuradhapura rulers in the seventh, eighth and ninth centuries. Many 
of the rulers had difficulty controlling these soldiers whom the 
chronicle almost always refers to as Damilas. They showed no desire 
of returning to their homelands, resisted being expelled by the rulers, 
created trouble over payments and at times took over power at the 
capital. For instance, the Pali chronicle says, immediately after the 
death of Kassapa II (650-659), his nephew Mana ‘had the Damilas 
expelled’. But they resisted this and ‘banded themselves with the 
resolve: we will drive him out’. With that resolve, ‘they seized the 
town’ and it was only by making a mock treaty with them that Mana 

-was able to regain power.” This uneasy truce did not last long. Not 
long after this, a Sinhalese aspirant to the throne, Hatthadatha, 
returned to the island with a Tamil force and the Tamil forces that 
were already in the kingdom ‘arose and joined him on the way as he 
approached’. ‘Hatthadatha, who had won over the party of the 
Damilas for himself, occupied the royal city’ and ruled for some 
time.” The chronicle refers to many more incidents like this taking 
place well into the tenth century. 


That the Tamils formed a section of the population at least in the 
northern parts of the Anuradhapura kingdom becomes clear from 
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various incidental references in the Pali chronicle. The areas between 
the major northern ports and Anuradhapura in particular were 
prominent among the Tamil settlements. The earliest reference to 
this occurs in the seventh century. As mentioned before, in the 
account of Hatthadatha’s usurpation of the throne in 684, the Pali 
chronicle states that ‘all the Damilas who dwelt here arose and joined 
him on the way’ (Cv 45: 19). Evidently this is a reference to the 
Tamils who lived in the areas between one of the ports and the. 
capital. Two of the major ports used for voyages to south Indian 
marts at this time were Matota, on the northwestern coast, and 
Gokarna (modern Trincomalee) on the northeastern coast. Both were ~ 
renowned in the Tamil kingdoms at this time as places with hallowed 
Siva temples. The areas referred to by the Pali chronicle may be 
those between Matota and the capital or those between Gokarna and 
the capital, both of which were Tamil regions in the later centuries. 


The conclusions drawn from the scattered references in the Pali 
chronicle are further strengthened by incidental information in 
Sinhalese inscriptions. By the time of Kassapa IV (898-914), there 
are definite references in these epigraphs to Tamil villages and lands. 
Three significant terms are met with in these records in this 
connection. They are Deme}kdbdlla, Demefat-valademin and 
Demef-gam-bim, which have been translated as ‘Tamil allotment’, 
‘Tamil lands’ and ‘Tamil villages and lands’ respectively. Tamil 
lands. The interpretation of these terms and the provenance of the 
inscriptions referring to these terms are of great significance for the 
study of the Tamil population in the Anuradhapura kingdom in the 
period under discussion. 


The term ‘Deme/-kdbdlla’ has been interpreted by Paranavitana to, 
mean ‘an allotment of land in a village set apart for the Tamils’. In 
his opinion, such allotments seem ‘to have been set apart for the 
maintenance of Tamil soldiers in the king’s service and must have 
been administered by royal officers’.“° On an examination of the 
different occurrences of this term in the published inscriptions, it 
appears that the above interpretation does not always yield a 
satisfactory meaning. Though it is difficult to arrive at the exact 
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meaning of this term, it appears to refer to lands enjoying privileges 
different from those associated with lands classified as ‘ pamunu ©’ 


But certainly it is not always an allotment from the royal household. 


In one of the records, a Deme/-kdbdilla is found to be the private 
property of an individual.® In this epigraphic record, the allotment 
was granted immunities as a pamunu on condition of paying 
annually an amount of dried ginger to a hospital. There is no 
reference here, or for that matter in any of the records where the term 
Deme]-kdbdlla occurs, to any share of the revenue being allocated 
for the maintenance of Tamil soldiers. It is, therefore, evident that a 
Deme}-kdbdlla did not always denote an allotment from the royal 
household nor was it necessarily set apart for the maintenance of 
Tamil soldiers. It could only mean an allotment or portion of a 
village where Tamils lived, presumably separated from the others. 
Some other references in the Sinhalese inscriptions lend support to 
this interpretation. In one of the records of Mahinda IV (956-972), it 
is stated that certain immunities were granted to the village of 
Kinigama.” The piraldkkam, who appear to have been a class of 
officials, were granted certain privileges in a place called Demel- 
Kinigam (Tamil Kinigama) but not in Kinigama. From the context it 
is clear that Demel-Kinigam was not far from Kinigama. Indeed, 
Demel-Kinigam appears to have been a Tamil sector that was 
originally a part of the village of Kinigama. This probably is an 
example of a Deme/-kabdlla. 


The term Deme/at-valademin, which can be rendered as ‘lands 
enjoyed by Tamils’, appears to refer to lands owned by Tamils and 


occurs in the tenth century. In the same ‘century, another term, : 


Demef-gam-bim, refers to such lands and Tamil villages. An 
inscription of Mahinda IV (956-972) lays down that “(the produce) 
of trees and shrubs which exist ... in the Tamil villages and lands 
(situated) in the four directions shall be appropriated in accordance 
with former custom’.” The implication that there were several Tamil 
villages is echoed in the Pali chronicle which refers to ‘the many 
Tamils who dwelt here and there’ when a Pandya invasion took 
place in the reign of Sena I (833-853).’' The occurrence of place 
names such as Demel-Kinigam (Tamil Kinigam) and Demelin- 
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hetihaya, with the prefix Deme] (Tamil) also point to the pata 
villages that were exclusively or predominantly settled by Tamils. 


More evidence about the Tamils living in the northern part of the 
Anuradhapura kingdom can be gleaned from certain other terms 
occurring in the Sinhalese inscriptions. The term Au// occurs as a type 
of impost levied at this time. In some records, the ethnic qualifiers 
Demele (Tamil) and He/e (Sinhalese) are used as prefixes (DemelJe- 
kuji and Heje-kuji). An examination of the occurrence of these terms 
suggests that the term ku/f, without the ethnic qualifier, was used in 
respect of villages where there were no mixed populations. The 
terms Deme/e-ku/ji and He/e-kufi, which always occur together, were 
used in the immunity grants only in regard to villages where both 
Tamils and Sinhalese lived.” These were probably villages where 
the Anuradhapura rulers had settled the Tamil soldiers brought from 
south India. These soldiers presumably had to pay imposts different 
from those paid by the Sinhalese subjects. 


In the time of these records, it appears that there was a special 
officer to look after the affairs of the Tamil soldiers settled in the 
kingdom. This officer had the title of Demela-adhikara (literally, 
Tamil Officer or Officer for the Tamils). It would be far-fetched to 
consider him as some kind of minister in charge of Tamil affairs. 
More probably, he was an officer in charge of matters relating to the 
large number of Tamil soldiers in the kingdom at this time. As 
Paranavitana has remarked, it is when the edicts are concerned with 
Tamil allotments that this official takes a part in the promulgation of 
the edicts.” 


The provenance of the Sinhalese records referring to Tamil lands 
and Tamil villages is also of significance. These records were found 
in the northeastern region and close to Polonnaruva. This is the area 
close to the major ports of the eastern coast that were used not only 
for commercial activities but also for bringing south Indian troops 
into the island. This is also the area where considerable evidence of 
Mahayana Buddhist activities and Pallava influences is found. But 
what is even more interesting is the fact that some of the earliest 


203 


Tamil inscriptions and archaeological remains, especially ruins of 
Saiva temples, of the eleventh century have been found in this 
region. It is in the same area that Tamil inscriptions later reveal that 
some of the more influential Tamil merchant guilds were very active 
in the eleventh and twelfth centuries. When the Colas conquered the 
northern part of the island at the end of the tenth century, this was the 
area that became their stronghold. Clearly all the evidence points to 
the dominant presence of a Tamil population in the areas extending 
from the modern Trincomalee District in the east to the Mannar 
District in the west. 


The Extreme North and Northeast 
Outside Anuradhapura’s control 


But it is in the extreme north, the area now covered by the Jaffna 
District and parts of the Vavuniya District that the developments of 
this period are not known from the existing sources. As the Pali 
chronicle is only recording the annals of the Anuradhapura rulers, it 
has very little information about the events that happened outside the 
realm of the Anuradhapura monarchs. On the occasions these rulers 
faced problems in their capital and fled to the hill country (Malaya) 


or the southern kingdom (Rohana), some information about these . 


areas is included. Until the seventh century, there is absolutely no 
valuable information in the Pali chronicle about the northernmost 
part of the island. 


From about the seventh century, there are references in the Pali 
chronicle to three territories in the island, in addition to the ancient 


regions of Rohana and Malaya. These are the Uttara-desa (the | 


Northern Territory), Pacina-desa (the Eastern Territory) and the 
Dakkhina-desa (the Southern Territory). There is, of course, no way 
of definitely identifying the geographical extent or boundaries of 
these territories. They were no doubt vaguely designated areas to the 
north, east and south of the core of the Anuradhapura kingdom over 
which the Anuradhapura ruler claimed overlordship. The king 
appointed members of his family, usually his sons, to administer 
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these territories. Appointing the heir to the throne to be in charge of 
the Southem Territory seems to have been the general practice. 
Although there are some references to the appointment of a prince to 
administer the Eastern Territory, the dispatch of princes to the 
Northern Territory is hard to find. 


An analysis of the few notices of the Northern Territory in the 
Pali chronicle indicates that it was an area different from the other 
territories. Often it is found to be a rebellious area that the 
Anuradhapura rulers found hard to control. It was a place where 
rebel princes or aspirants to the throne found ready support. Unlike 
in the previous centuries, in the period after the sixth century 
invading armies from south India landed here, consolidated their 
position in that region and then marched towards Anuradhapura. 
Clearly conditions were unfavourable here for the Anuradhapura 
rulers. 


Pallava connection 


Early in the seventh century, in the reign of Silameghavanna 
(619-628), a military leader named Sirinaga made an attempt to 
overthrow the king with the help of a Tamil army. He invaded 
Anuradhapura from the Northern Territory. It is significant that the 
invasion led by this rebel came from the north. From now on, the 
Pali chronicle records more such invasions. Perhaps the most notable 
of these is that of the Sinhalese prince Manavamma who had gained 
the support of the powerful Pallava emperors. The case of 
Manavamma is extremely useful in an assessment of the role of the 
Northern Territory in the political turmoils of this period. The details 
of his early life are not known. What is known from the Pali 
chronicle is that he was the son of Kassapa, identified as the second 
of that name, who ruled at Anuradhapura from 650 to 659. In the 
political confusion that ensued the death of his father, Manavamma 
seems to have fled the capital and found refuge in the Northern 
Territory. As a potential claimant of the throne, he seems to have 
been pursued by the successors of his father and he had found it safe 
to live in the Northern Territory. He was, however, discovered by 
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Hatthadatha, the ruler at Anuradhapura, Manavamma was, therefore. 
forced to flee from there to the court of the Pallava king in Kanchi. 


The flight of Manavamma from the north of Sri Lanka to the 
Pallava capital may suggest that this prince was in contact with the 
Pallavas even before he left for Kanchi. That the Pallavas already 
had a foothold in northern or northeastern Sri Lanka or that 
conditions in that part of the island were favourable to the Pallavas is 
to be suspected from this and other events of this period. It is in this 
context that the claim of Pallava Simhavisnu (c. 575-600) regarding 
his victory over the Simhala ruler comes into significance. As 
already suggested, Simhavignu’s claim cannot be dismissed lightly. 
From the time of Simhavisnu, Pallava political influence appears to 
have been present in the north or northeast. It was in such favourable 
circumstances that Mahayana Buddhism, Pallava art and architecture 
and south Indian mercantile communities were able to flourish in the 
region on the northeast, between Pallavavanka and Gokarna. 


The sojourn of the Sinhalese prince in the Pallaya capital lasted 
several years. In this period, he participated in the Pallava wars 
against other south Indian rulers. Eventually, Pallava 
Narasimhavarman I (630-668) provided Manavamma with troops 
for an invasion of Sri Lanka. Although his army was able to march 
towards Anuradhapura successfully, he failed to complete the 
conquest as the Pallava army had to leave suddenly. Manavamma 
returned to Kanchi and had to wait for several years before a second 
invasion was undertaken. On this occasion, the Pallava army landed 
in the Northern Territory and first consolidated its position there. 
Anuradhapura was at this time under the control of the Tamil 
kingmaker, Potthakuttha, and his puppet king Hatthadatha. They 
marched against Manavamma but were defeated and the latter finally 
became king at Anuradhapura in 684. 


Manavamma’s invasion and ultimate success raise certain 
interesting questions about the Northern Territory. Why did 
Manavamma seek refuge in this region when he was first deprived of 
his rights to a position in Anuradhapura? Was not the normal 
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practice for Sinhalese princes in similar circumstances to flee to 
Malaya or Rohana? What were the conditions that favoured him 
there? When discovered by his enemies, how was it possible for him 
to go to the court of the most powerful ruler in the Tamil land and 
enjoy his hospitality for a long period? When the time was ripe for 
him to invade the Sinhalese kingdom, why did he choose to land in 
the north and then march to Anuradhapura’? Were not the ports of the 
east coast in greater use at this time for relations with south India? 
The paucity of information about this part of the island does not help 
to find the answers to these questions. But it is clear that for a prince 
marching with an army from the Tamil land the conditions in the 
north were more favourable than elsewhere. As the Pali chronicle 
says, Manavamma was able to consolidate his position there, 
presumably without any difficulty, and then march to Anuradhapura. 


It would appear that in this period the Northern Territory had 
come under greater Tamil influence than the southern parts of the 
island. With the rise of the first Tamil empires in the seventh 
century, namely the Pandya and the Pallava, the north of Sri Lanka, 
as the area closest to these empires, was at the receiving end of 
significant influences from south India. Pallava influences in 
particular were filtering down the east coast. The Tamil empires had, 
in a sense, expanded into northern Sri Lanka. Once again the sea 
separating the island and south India was functioning as a unifier. At 
first these influences were Buddhist as well as Saiva, Tamil as well 
as Sanskritic, political as well as religious. But ultimately the Tamil 
language and the Saiva religion became the dominant factors that 
helped to forge a single ethnic identity in the northwestern, northern 
and eastern regions. The melting pot was simmering for over a 
thousand years and the end product was seen when the lid was lifted 
with the Cola invasion at the end of the tenth century. 


End of the tenth century 


What then do we see at the end of the tenth century and early in 
the eleventh when the Colas occupied a good part of the island, 
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including the whole of the northern region? Two things unmistakably 
proclaim the transformation that had occurred in this region in the 
previous centuries. One is the widespread appearance of stone 
inscriptions in Tamil, most of which were dated in the regnal years 
of the Cola rulers. The other is the large number of Saiva temples, 
almost all of which were named or renamed after the Cola emperors. 
Even the few surviving Tamil Buddhist institutions were renamed 
after the Saiva Cdla monarchs. From Matota (Matottam) in the 
northwest to Gokarna (Konamalai) in the east lay the line that was 
soon to become the dividing line between the Tamil and the 
Sinhalese regions. 


North of this line, the ancient Naga and other Mesolithic people, 
the later Telugu, Kerala and Kannada people as well as the Hela 
came under the dominant influence of the Tamils and their language. 
With the success of the Saiva movement in south India, Saivism 
supplanted Buddhism in this region. 


All that we know at present about the northem regions of Sri 
Lanka, roughly corresponding to the modern Northern Province and 
the Trincomalee District of the Eastern Province, in the period 300- 
900 CE, is confined to the information extracted from a few 
inscriptions, some sculptural artefacts, remains of a few Buddhist 
structures and some incidental references in the Pali, Graeco-Roman. 
and Tamil literary sources. Valuable as they are for the history of this 
region, hardly any coherent historical reconstruction of the 
developments there is possible with such meagre evidence. 


An irrefutable conclusion that can be drawn from the evidence of 
these sources is that Buddhism was a religion of considerable 
significance in the region during this period. It is also evident that the 
Buddhism of this region displayed traits that were different from the 
features of Buddhism in contemporary Anuradhapura. While the 
Jaffna peninsula showed traces of influence from Andhra, there was 
unmistakable influence of Mahayana Buddhism from the Pallava 
kingdom in the Trincomalee District. While Theravada Buddhism 
and the Pali language were influential forces in the Jaffna peninsula, 
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Mahayana Buddhism and the parse language exerted much 
influence in the Trincomalee District.” 


The Buddhism that was introduced in the northern peninsula in 
the centuries before the Common Era saw significant growth in the 
early centuries of this era in the same way as Buddhism did 
elsewhere in the island. Remains of Buddhist establishments datable 
to the period under review have been found in several parts of the 
peninsula, including Kantarodai, Vallipuram, Ponnalai, Makiyapii, 
Nilavarai, Uduvil, Nainativu, Punkudutivu and Neduntivu (Delft). 
Of these, the best known site is Kantarodai where more 
archaeological remains have been found than anywhere else in the 


peninsula. 


Kantarodai, as well as some of the other sites, has also yielded 
Buddha images that were once housed in the Buddhist 
establishments. Perhaps the biggest and the least damaged of these is 
a standing Buddha image from Vallipuram datable to about the 
fourth century.” Seated Buddha images have also been found at 
Kantarodai. A broken sedent Buddha image was discovered in the 
premises of the Visnu temple at Ponnalai while another was found in 
Makiyapitti. Other Buddha images have come from Uduvil and 
Nilavarai.” 


An epigraphic record of exceptional interest relating to Buddhism 
in the Jaffna peninsula in the early centuries of this era is the 
Vallipuram gold plate. Datable to the first century CE, this records 
the construction of a monastery (vihdra). It was presumably buried in 
the foundation of this structure. Since a Buddha image was also 
discovered in Vallipuram, this place in the northernmost corner of 
the island was no doubt the site of an ancient Buddhist monastery.” 


Kantarodai appears to have been an important centre of 
Buddhism and possibly also a centre of political authority. Remains 
of Buddhist monuments of this period as well as artefacts indicating 
foreign commercial relations have been brought to light in this 
place.*° 


209 


Sinhalese tradition, too, preserves the memory of Buddhist 
establishments in the northern peninsula. There is no doubt that the 
Jaffna peninsula was reputed among the Buddhists of the island as a 
region with many Buddhist places of worship that were worthy of a 
pilgrimage. Clearly these establishments could not have arisen after 
the ninth century when we see the decline of Buddhism and its total 
displacement by Saivism. Sinhalese Buddhists considered it 
important to include the more famous establishments in the area in 
the list of Buddhist shrines that a pious Buddhist was expected to 
know about and to visit in his or her lifetime. And so the shrines of 
Nagakoévila  (Nakarkdvil), Telipola  (Tellippalai), Mallagama 
(Mallakam), Minuvangomu-vihdraya (Vimankamam),  Tanni- 
divayina (Tana-tivu or Kayts),. Naga-divayina (Nayinativu), 
Puvangu-divayina (Punkututivu) and Kdra-divayina (Karaitivu) in 
the north (which territory, when this list was composed, was 
recognized as a Tamil region by the usage of the name Demala- 
pattanama or Tamil City to describe it) were included in the popular 
Nampota or Book of Names (of Holy Places), memorized and 
handed down from generation to generation.®’ Of these, Naga- 
divayina (modern Nayinativu or Nagadipa) has remained the most 
hallowed one (and the only surviving shrine) up to the present day 
for the Sinhalese Buddhists who make the pilgrimage up to the north 
whenever circumstances permit, in the same manner as Kataragama 
in the far south has remained a place of pilgrimage for the Saiva 
Tamils of the north up to the present day. For these northern shrines 
to be so hallowed, it is obvious that their origins go back to much 

earlier times. 


It is in the Trincomalee District that influences from the Tamil 
kingdom of the Pallavas were dominant. The inscriptions and 
archaeological remains in this region provide an interesting insight 
into the developments here. With the expansion of the overseas trade 
under the Pallavas, the ports of the Trincomalee District acquired an 
importance that they did not enjoy in the earlier centuries. The 
activities of affluent south Indian mercantile communities in these 
ports led to their patronage of Buddhist and Saiva institutions. While 
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there is no doubt that the Theravada establishments of the earlier 
period continued to receive the patronage of the elite, it is the 
emergence of Mahayana institutions showing distinct Pallava 
influence that draws our attention to this area. , 


Tiriyay and Kuccaveli are two of the places where Mahayana 
Buddhism flourished in the seventh century. Of these, Tiriyay still 
has the remains of one of the structures of the Mahayanists in the 
form of the vafadage (the circular shrine) along with an important 
Mahayana inscription in Sanskrit, written in the Pallava-Grantha 
script of south India. As discussed later, the penetration of Mahayana — 
cults was the result of a powerful Mahayana movement originating 
from the Pallava kingdom and spreading across the Bay of Bengal to 
the eastern part of Sri Lanka and the kingdoms of Southeast Asia. In 
the seventh century, Kanchi, the capital of the Pallavas, was a centre 
of Mahayana Buddhism, visited by Chinese, Southeast Asian and Sri 
Lankan Mahayana monks. Mahayana monks from Kanchi and other 
centres in India, in turn, visited Sri Lanka. Some of them proceeded 
to Southeast Asia and China from there. An eminent Mahayana 
teacher, Gunavarman, visited Sri Lanka and stayed there for some 
time before proceeding to Southeast Asia.** Another well-known 
Mahayana monk, Vajrabodhi, stayed in Kanchi for a considerable 
time and then went to Sri Lanka where he expounded the Mahayana 
doctrine before proceeding to China towards the end of the seventh 
century. Clearly there was local support for Mahayanism. Along 
with south Indian mercantile communities, local elites would have 
played a significant role in the growth of Mahayanism in Sri Lanka. 


The spread of the Saiva movement 


Another important religious development in this period is the 
impact of the Saiva movement in the northern and eastern regions of 
Sri Lanka. This popular campaign of the Nayanars, the tide of which 
the Jains and Buddhists in south India found hard to stem, spilled 
over to the island and left a more lasting impact compared with that 
of the Mahayana movement. As in the Tamil region of south India, 
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in Sri Lanka, too, the main consequence of the success achieved by 
the Saivaites was the dislodgement of Buddhism, both Mahayana 
and Theravada, from the northern and eastern parts of the island. 
Although there were Tamils in this region who continued to be 
Buddhists even after the end of the Saiva movement, by the end of 
the twelfth century the Tamils there were completely within the fold 
of Saivism. Those Tamil Buddhists who were living in the areas 
outside the north and east were gradually assimilated into the 
Sinhalese population, just as the Sinhalese Buddhists who lived in 
the north and east, no doubt, were absorbed into the Tamil-speaking 
population. Saivism clearly was one of the two main elements in the 
evolution of the Sri Lankan Tamils, the other being the Tamil 
language. 


The worship of Siva was prevalent in Sri Lanka from even before 
the mission of Mahinda in the third century BCE, the mission that 
resulted in the king of Anuradhapura and many of his subjects being 
converted to Buddhism. After all, the father of this Anuradhapura 
ruler was Muta Siva, whose name implies association with the 
worship of Siva. The evidence of the early Pali chronicles leave us in 
no doubt that the cult of Siva was prevalent in Anuradhapura and 
elsewhere in the island.** The numerous occurrences of the personal 
name Siva in the early Brahmi records also support this. 


The ground was prepared for the success of the Saiva movement 
by the local rulers and the mercantile communities in another 
significant development at this time. In a region where local rulers 
and the elite were favourably inclined to adopt north Indian 
traditions, the Pallavas went one step further. They were themselves 
outsiders to the Tamil land and were already steeped in Brahmanical 
traditions. When they became rulers of a part of the Tamil land, in 
the territory known as Tondaimandalam, they practised Brahmanical 
traditions and rituals in a manner unprecedented in the Tamil 
kingdoms. While Brahmanas were always patronized by local rulers 
in south India, they became the recipients of special patronage under 
the Pallavas. One of the results of this special patronage was the 
establishment of brahmadeyas or Brahmana settlements in various 
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parts of the kingdom. The Pandyas, too, followed the example of the 
Pallavas in their kingdom. It was a trend that was seen all over South 
Asia at this time. As David Ludden, in his study of the agrarian 
history of South Asia, has pointed out, ‘Gifts of land by kings and 
their officers to temples and Brahmans...became a hallmark of new 
dynasties at the end of Gupta hegemony, from the sixth century 
onward’. 


The brahmadeya was more than a settlement of Brahmanas. 
Champakalakshmi has described it ‘as an institution integrating pre- 
existing pastoral and agricultural settlements into a new agrarian 
order and as the disseminator of brahmanical ideology.’*° The 
brahmadeya emerged with the temple as its nucleus and pre-existing 
agricultural and pastoral settlements were appended to it. The 
brahmadeya and the temple ‘developed into institutions of 
substantial political and social power with economic privileges’ .®” 
Champakalakshmi further elaborates on the significance of these 


twin forces: 


Two important spheres in which the brahmadeya and temple 
may be seen as harbingers of advanced farming methods were 
the technology of irrigation and the seasonal regulation of the 
cultivation process...With each of the brahmadeya and temple 
settlements an irrigation system was invariably established, 
either in the form of tanks, canals or wells...Many of them 
were initiated by the rulers but managed by the local bodies. 
Elaborate arrangements for their upkeep were made by the 
sabhas or assemblies of the brahmadeyas, including 
maintenance, repair, attention to silting and control of water 
supply through cesses, and specifying committees (variyams) 
for their supervision and administration." 


Providing patronage to Brahmanas was always considered to be 
one of the ideals of kingship in India. This was adopted by rulers in 
Sri Lanka and Southeast Asia, too. One of the results of the cultural 
inspiration received by the kingdoms in Sri Lanka and Southeast 
Asia from India, particularly from south India, was the arrival of 
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considerable numbers of Brahmanas. With the earnest patronage of 
the local elite and the south Indian merchants, they played a 
significant role in the spread of Siva worship. The introduction of the 
institution of the brahmadeya in Sri Lanka provided the institutional 
force for strengthening the position of Saivism. 


In Sri Lanka, the Buddhist rulers of Anuradhapura unwittingly 
aided the Saiva movement through their patronage of Brahmanas at a 
time when Hindu movements in south India were turning against the 
Buddhists. For centuries their predecessors, like the rulers of the 
Southeast Asian kingdoms, had extended their patronage to 
Brahmanas. The reign of Mahasena in the third century was a 
notable exception when Brahmanical establishments, according to 
Pali sources, were destroyed.® Until about the sixth century, this 
patronage did not affect the status of the Buddhist Sangha. Possibly 
such patronage did not go beyond the circle of Brahmanas who were 
court officials, such as the purohitas and astrologers.” From the 
sixth century, no doubt influenced by the practices in the Pallava 
court, patronage given to Brahmanas became a more elaborate affair. 
We hear of a king ‘renovating the temples of gods that had fallen 
into disrepair here and there, and feeding the Brahmanas with food 
fit for kings’.?' Another encouraged Brahmanas to lead the lives 
appropriate to their calling.” A third one is said to have made 
expensive gifts of gold, pearls and gems to a thousand Brahmanas.”° 
Though the Buddhist chronicles do not provide any information 
about the establishment of brahmadeyas by the Anuradhapura rulers, 
it would appear that such settlements were established at least in 
those areas that had come under strong Pallava influence in the east. 


The area in the east where we get the most number of 
archaeological remains indicating Pallava influence is that between 
the ancient port of Pallavavahka in the north and Gokarna 
(Trincomalee) in the south, and extending interior as far as Padaviya 
and Kantalay. In this territory, while Tirlyay and Kuccaveli have 
yielded inscriptions and monuments revealing Mahayana influences, 
Padaviya and Kantalay have remains showing that these were Saiva 
centres with Brahmana settlements. 
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As Saiva centres, Padaviya and Kantalay rose into prominence 
with the Cola conquest at the end of the tenth century. Clearly they 
were two of the prominent brahmadeyas in the island. That Padaviya 
was a Brahmana settlement with the name Sripatigrama (village a 
Visnu) is known from a Sanskrit inscription in Grantha characters. 
The origin of this settlement, however, is yet to be established. Soon 
after the invasion of the Cola emperor Rajaraja towards the end of 
the tenth century, a Siva temple at Padaviya was named as Ravikula- 
manikka-isvaram, after the emperor.” The ruins of this temple are 
still there at Padaviya. The ruins of more Saiva temples have also 
been found, clearly establishing the importance of this place as a 
centre of Saivism. The origin of the Brahmana settlement may well 
go back to a period before the tenth century. 


Kantalay was a prominent brahmadeya that enjoyed the 
patronage of both Cola administrators and Sinhalese monarchs. 
Situated in an area irrigated by the large Ganga-tataka (Kantalay) 
reservoir, it may have originated when this tank was built in the 
seventh century. In the reign of Rajaraja Cola I, this brahmadeya had 
the name Rajara ja-caturvedimangalam.”* The Siva temple there was 
also, in all probability, given a name after the Cola emperor. For, we 
find that when Vijayabahu I succeeded in ousting the Cola rulers 
from the island, the name of the brahmadeya was changed to 
Vijayaraja-caturvedimangalam, after the Sinhalese one and, 
interestingly, the Siva temple was re-named as Vijayaraja-isvaram, 
giving room to surmise that the earlier name was associated with 
Rajaraja.”’ After Vijayabahu I, one of the notable royal patrons of 
this brahmadeya was his grandson, Gajabahu IT (1132-1153). 


With the establishment of Brahmana settlements in the east and 
possibly in the north, the ground was prepared for Saivism to be 
firmly rooted in the north and east. Although Mahayana Buddhism, 
too, had crossed over from the Pallava kingdom and found 
favourable conditions for growth in the east, the growth of Saivism is 
of greater significance. The patrons of Mahayanism were not the 
kings of Anuradhapura. Without the patronage of these rulers 
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Mahayanism did flourish in the east. The archaeological remains in 
Tiriyay and other sites leave us in no doubt about this. This Buddhist 
sect clearly enjoyed the patronage of the local elite and some of the 
mercantile communities. But the gradual growth of Saivism from the 
seventh century seems to have led to the religious conflict of south 
India being carried across to Sri Lanka. 


Information about Saivism in Sri Lanka in the period 600-900 CE 
comes from limited literary and archaeological evidence relating to 
Saiva temples. Except for some late traditions that tell about an 
ancient temple named Nakulesvaram, nothing is known about the 
Siva temples of the far north (modern Jaffna District) which today is 
a stronghold of Saivism. However, there is indisputable evidence 
about two other ancient Siva temples at the port of Matota in the 
northwest and the port of Gokarna in the east.”* By the time of the 
commencement of the Saiva movement, in the seventh century, these 
were counted among the holiest Siva temples and were the only 
ae in Sri Lanka in praise of which the Saiva Nayanars sang 

ymns. 


Nanacampantar, the Saiva stalwart who had converted the Pandya 
royal family to Saivism, traversed the Tamil land, making 
pilgrimages to the holiest Saiva shrines and singing hymns to the 
deities there. These pilgrimages helped to arouse greater 
consciousness in favour of Saivism among the ordinary people and 
to hallow a large number of ancient shrines that were scattered across 
the land. It is not known whether Nanacampantar visited temples in 
Sri Lanka, but he did sing a hymn to the deity at the renowned 
Kétisvaram temple at Matota and another to the deity of the equally 
renowned Konésvaram temple at Gokarna.” Nanacampantar 
composed these hymns in the seventh century. In the ninth century, 
the deity of Konésvaram was the subject of another hymn by the 
Saiva Nayanar Cuntaramirti.'” 


A third renowned Saiva leader, Manikkavacakar, who lived 


probably in the eighth century, is closely associated with the Saiva 
movement in Sri Lanka in certain legends. According to Tamil 
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tradition, he was at first a minister in the court of a Pandya king at 

Madurai and had responsibility for purchasing horses for his ruler. 

This often took him to a port named Perunturai. In his most 

celebrated work called Tiru-vacakam, Manikkavacakar often sings 

the praise of the “Siva who resides at the sacred Perunturai”.'°! It is 

of interest to note that the names ‘Perunturai’ and ‘Matota’ both 

mean ‘the Great Port’. As the identification of Perunturai with any 
port in south India poses a problem, this place may well be Matota in 
Sri Lanka. Manikkavacakar’s association with Sri Lanka in the Saiva 
traditions is so strong that the identification of Perunturai with 
Matota, with its Siva temple hallowed by the hymn of Nana-" 
campantar and its importance in the Arab horse trade, cannot be 
ruled out. Manikkavacakar is the only known Saiva leader who, 
according to two Tamil Saiva purdanas (religious histories), had 
participated in public disputations with Buddhists from Sri Lanka 
and defeated them. The Buddhist king of Sri Lanka who was present 
at these disputations, it is said, became a convert to Saivism when 
the Buddhists were defeated. What is of even greater interest is the 
tradition preserved in two Sinhalese chronicles about the Sinhalese 
king Sena I (833-853) as having been converted to Saivism by an 
‘ascetic clad in the robes of a priest’. For Buddhist chronicles to 
say this of a Buddhist king, there obviously was some basis. 


Hallowed by the hymns of the Nayanars as well as by its 
antiquity, the temple of Kétisvaram, it was believed, bestowed a 
special sanctity to Matota as a sacred place. This special status was 
conferred to it not only by the Saivaites but also by others. This is 
evidenced by Sinhalese inscriptions. An interesting imprecation in 
the Sinhalese epigraphic records of the tenth century states that those 
who violate the provisions of those records will “incur the sin of 
slaughtering cows at Matota”.'°? Slaughtering cows is considered a 
great sin in Hinduism and when that slaughter is committed in a very 
holy place, it becomes a heinous crime. In the south Indian 
inscriptions, a similar imprecation is found. It reads as: ‘May the one 
who violates this incur the sin of slaughtering the holy cow at the 
banks of the Ganges River’. There is no doubt that Matota was 
considered a holy Saiva site in this period. 
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Besides the temples of Matota and Gokarna, there were no doubt 
other Siva temples in the island. A Tamil inscription from N ilaveli, 
on the east coast, refers to the temple of Matsyesvaram (which is 
another name for Konesvaram but may well refer to a different 
temple) at Gokarna while two Tamil inscriptions from Anuradhapura 
refer to a Saiva shrine there.'“ The remains of several shrines have 
been unearthed at Anuradhapura.'® These belong to the period 
before the tenth century. Some of the ruins of temples at Padaviya 
and Kantalay may also go back to the period before the tenth 
century. 


The expansion of overseas trade under the Pallavas had a 
significant impact on the strengthening of the Tamil element in the 
north and east of the island. Trade, more than anything else, helped 
to maintain close relations between this part of Sri Lanka and the 
east coast of south India, easing the flow of economic, political and 
cultural influences and aiding the interaction between the elites of 
the two regions. The arrival of the powerful south Indian trading 
communities led to the establishment of market-towns. Many of 
these later became centres of Saivism, patronized by the affluent 
merchant communities. 


Mercantile communities, identifiable as belonging to the 
Mahayanist faith and connected with the Pallava kingdom, were 
active on the east coast (present Trincomalee District) in the eighth 
century. They were responsible for the construction of the Mahayana 
shrine named Girikanda-caitya at Tirlyay. The ruins of this 
establishment, including the circular shrine (vatadggé) with its 
beautiful sculptural ornaments, exhibit unmistakable Pallava artisitic 
influence. The dvarapala (gatekeeper) sculptures at this shrine, in 
Paranavitana’s words, ‘exhibit the elongated limbs and the cold 
severity of expression which distinguish Pallava work’.'™ In this 
same ancient site is a Mahayana inscription in Sanskrit, written in the 
Pallava-Grantha script, also showing influences from the Pallava 
kingdom. Not far from Tiriyay, at Kuccaveli, another Mahayana 
inscription reveals similar influences. Mahayana Buddhist sculptures 
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found clsewhere in the eastern region, at Situlpavu and 
Kurukkalmadam, and belonging to the same period, are also in the 
Pallava style.'°’ Further interior, at the capital Anuradhapura, is to be 
seen the most famous of the sculptures in the Pallava style in Sri 
Lanka, popularly known as the Man and Horse’s Head 
(Isurumuniya). To quote Paranavitana again, ‘This work has earned 
the highest encomiums from art critics; and, in the studied restraint 
which characterizes the form of the man, the paucity of jewellery 
which accentuates the plastic form, and in the elongated slender 
limbs, the work is reminiscent of the sculptures executed under the 
patronage of the Pallavas of Kanchi’.!° The Dutch art historian 
J.E.van Lohuizen-DeLeeuw has identified this figure as Aiyanar, one 
of the most popular gods in south India.'” Perhaps the strongest 
influence of Pallava art is to be seen at the Mahayana structure at 
Nalanda, often described as the Gedigé. It is the earliest building in 
Sri Lanka entirely constructed with stone, like the Pallava 
monuments at Mamallapuram in Tamil Nadu and is in the late 
Pallava style of architecture (eighth century). All these 
archaeological remains bear witness to the presence of considerable 
numbers of artisans from the Pallava kingdom. 


These artefacts revealing Pallava connections need to be 
interpreted and assessed for their significance in the context of 
similar artefacts, of about the same period, discovered in Thailand, 
Malaysia, Indonesia, Vietnam and Laos. The finds in these countries 
include Hindu and Buddhist sculptures, Sanskrit, Prakrit and Tamil 
inscriptions written in the script used in the Pallava kingdom, and the 
remains of shrines. Almost all of them belong to the 6"-9"" centuries. 
The Pallava style archaeological material in Sri Lanka belongs to the 
same period. 


What happened in the kingdoms around the Bay of Bengal and 
beyond, in Vietnam, Cambodia and Laos, was the dissemination of 
Buddhist and Hindu influences from and via the Pallava kingdom in 
the wake of the expansion of south Indian trade. Not only the south 
Indian traders, those from Sri Lanka and the Southeast Asian 
kingdoms were also participants in this activity which resulted in a 


‘ 
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vigorous cultural dialogue between South Asia and Southeast Asia. 
The rise of a new political power in south India, namely the Pallavas, 
coincided, firstly, with the emergence of well organized south Indian 
mercantile communities, which before long came to play a pivotal 
role in the Indian trade with Southeast Asia and dominated that trade 
till the end of the twelfth century, and, secondly, with the growth of 
two vigorous religious movements, each opposed to the other. One 
was the relentless campaign of the Saiva Nayanars, directed 
primarily against the Jainas and the Buddhists, focusing mainly on 
the Tamil-speaking regions, including northern Sri Lanka. The other 
was the resolute movement of the Mahayana Buddhists who, though 
waging a losing battle in the Tamil kingdoms, successfully 
penetrated into the kingdoms across the Bay of Bengal, including the 
eastern part of Sri Lanka, with the aid of the influential trading 
communities. 


The result was the establishment of Hindu and Buddhist 
institutions in these kingdoms, particularly in and around the major 
ports. Brahmanas and Buddhist monks as well as artisans well versed 
in sculpture and architecture were taken to these places and, with the 
patronage of local rulers or elites who had come under the influence 
of Hinduism and Buddhism, several Buddhist and Hindu institutions 
were established. The influence of Pallava polity was also seen in the 
adoption of royal names ending in —varman by almost all the 
Southeast Asian dynasties of this period. Even in Sri Lanka, at least 
one of the kings, who ruled in the seventh century after spending a 
good part of his life in the Pallava capital of Kanchi, had a name 
ending in —varman. Though Manavarma (Pali Manavamma) is the 
only one in the list of kings in the Pali chronicle who has a name 
ending in —varma or —varman, there were other Sinhalese tulers, too, 
who added that suffix to their names, or at least this suffix was added 
when their names were written in Tamil records, following the 
practice among the Pallavas.'!° 


While in the Southeast Asian kingdoms the rulers and the elite 


were active participants in this cultural dialogue and were 
encouraging and patronizing the establishment of Mahayana and 
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FHlindu places of worship, in Sri Lanka the situation was different 
and, therefore, the results were also different. The Anuradhapura 
rulers were, with few exceptions, ardent supporters of Theravada 
Buddhism and the Sinhalese Buddhist Sangha was strongly of the 
Theravada school and had an enviable reputation in the Buddhist 
world as a very orthodox organization. There was no way a 
Sinhalese monarch could encourage Mahayana activities or extend 
patronage to a Mahayana institution, let alone establish one, without 
incurring the wrath of the elites and the Sinhalese Sangha in his 
kingdom.'!! 


Considering the fact that most of the remains of Pallava art, 
architecture and epigraphy are in the eastern region of the island, 
away from Anuradhapura, the power-centre of the Theravada 
Buddhist Sinhalese kings, and the fact that these Sinhalese rulers 
were not patrons of Mahayana Buddhism, those who were 
responsible for employing the artisans versed in Pallava sculpture 
and architecture must have been the influential mercantile 
communities from south India and local overlords. These elite 
groups would have also played an important role in the construction 
of irrigation works in the regions where the above archaeological 
evidence of Pallava influence has been found, namely the eastern 
part of the island. 


The northeastern littoral, between Kokkilai lagoon and the 
Trincomalee harbour, seems to be the area where the activities of the 
south Indian mercantile communities were concentrated from about 
the seventh century. It is in this area that we find two of the largest 
reservoirs constructed about this time but not identifiable in the 
chronicles as tanks built by Anuradhapura rulers. These are the 
Padaviya and Vahalkada tanks. In Paranavitana’s words: ‘The 
chronicles and the epigraphs contain no information about the 
construction of the immense reservoir Padivapi (Padavi); it is not in 
the list of tanks restored by Vijayabahu I, although Parakramabahu I 
restored it. The ancient name of the large, breached Vahalkada tank 
on the Yan Oya cannot be traced.’''? (The name of the latter is given 
as Kattan-éri in the Tamil inscription from Vahalkada). Considering 
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the activities of the south Indian mercantile communities in this 
region, it appears that they had a share in the construction of some of 
these reservoirs. 


The Padaviya tank is one of the largest in the region, some 10,000 
acres in extent, and is to be counted among the numerous tanks 
enlarged in the time of Parakramabahu I in the twelfth century. In 
the ancient settlement near the tank are to be found the ruins of 
several Saiva temples with Tamil inscriptions. One of these temples 
had the name Iravikulamanikka-isvaram (Skt. Ravikula-manikya- 
isvaram) and was older than the Saiva temples at Polonnaruva. In 
fact, it could be considered as the oldest of the Siva temples in a 
ruined state in Sri Lanka. A member of the Nanadesi merchant 
community was among the patrons of this temple early in the 
eleventh century. Non-mercantile communities like the Virakkotiyar 
as well as the powerful mercantile communites continued to flourish 
at this place in the twelfth century. 


The Padaviya and Vahalkada tanks as well as other reservoirs in 
the northeastern part of the island, where the Pallava influence is 
seen to be strongest, were probably constructed by local chiefs with 
the assistance of mercantile communities. After all, it cannot be 
claimed that the monarchy in Sri Lanka was highly centralized and 
that the ruler of Anuradhapura was always directly responsible for 
the construction of irrigation works. The fact that many important 
irrigation works continued to be constructed in the time of political 
instability in the 6'"-9"" centuries seems to indicate that the local 
elites played a major role in the construction and maintenance of 
reservoirs. As noticed earlier, the establishment of brahmadeyas 
(Brahmana settlements) also led to the construction of irrigation 
facilities. 


There is epigraphic evidence pointing to the association of 
mercantile communities with irrigation facilities in the ninth century. 
In a Tamil inscription from Thailand, the Manigramam traders are 
associated with the Avaninaranam reservoir at Takua-pa while in 
another inscription from Munasandal in Tamil Nadu _ the 
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Aifiitrruvar community is associated with a reservoir which bore 
the name Aififtirruvappéréri (the Great Aififitrruvar Reservoir), 
presumably because it was built by them.''? Although direct 
evidence is not available about the participation of the south Indian 
mercantile communities in the construction of reservoirs in Sri 
Lanka, there is some evidence pointing to connections between the 
Pallava kingdom and the northeastern part of the island in the field of 
irrigation works as indeed there is in the sphere of religion. The term 
used for ‘reservoir’ in the names of some of the tanks in this region 
is an interesting piece of evidence in this respect. From the time of 
the earliest Brahmi inscriptions, the word vapi is used to denote a 
tank or reservoir. The Sinhalese word vdva is derived from this. 
While the cognate word vav/ was also used in Tamil in south India, 
the more common Tamil word was ku/am. However, in the time of 
the Pallava rulers, especially in the areas ruled by the Pallavas, the 
word tafakam was also popular (the Vairamégha-tataka of the 
Pallava inscriptions in Uttaramerur, the Mahéndra-tataka and the 
Paramé@$vara-tataka in the Pallava kingdom). Another term that was 
widely used about this time to denote a tank was &i. In some of the 
places outside south India where Pallava influence was felt, we come 
across the terms tafakam and éi. In Thailand, a Sanskrit inscription 
refers to the construction of a tank named Sankara-tadaka.''* In Sri 
Lanka, we come across the name of Ganga-tataka for a large tank in 
a place which is well-known as a prominent Brahmana sttlement 
(brahmadeya or caturvédimarigalam) in the eleventh and twelfth 
centuries. This tank, according to the Pali chronicle, was built early 
in the seventh century, the time when Pallava influences spread to 
lands outside south India. Another tank in Sri Lanka, the name of 
which also has a suffix derivable from ‘a/aka (Giri-tata-vapi), was 
also built about the same time. The Vahalkada tank in the 
northeastern part of the island is given the name of Kattan-eri in a 
Tamil inscription found near the tank.''° The terms ‘a/aka and &i are 
not commonly used for tanks in other parts of the island and may, 
therefore, indicate some Pallava connection.''® 


The continuous flow of influences from south India gave an edge 
to the Tamil-speakers over the other ethnic groups in the north and 
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east. In the south and centre the Hela-speakers were in a strong 
position of dominance over the others. With its power-centre in 
Anuradhapura, the Hela group, having survived the challenges from 
south India in the Early Historic Period, was in a far better position 
to absorb the groups in the north. For a long period the outcome 
hung in the balance. The turning point came with the expansion 
under the Pallavas. Until then an ultimate Hela victory in this silent 
contest between the two major ethnic groups was possible. The 
critical element in the eventual outcome lay with the Tamil-speakers. 
The fate of the north and east was decided by the victory of Saivism 
over Buddhism. As the Saiva religion went hand in hand with the 
Tamil language, its victory completed the evolution of the ancient Sri 
Lankan Tamil ethnic community. The Tamils who lived south of 
Anuradhapura were assimilated into the language, religion and 
culture of the Sinhalese whereas in the areas north and east of 
Anuradhapura the Helas and others were assimilated into the Tamil 
population, 
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C 900 — 1100 CE 


Reaching Adulthood 


The outcome of the processes that went on in the northern and 
northeastern parts of the island from about 300 to 900 CE was 
beginning to come to light in the tenth century. After a long period of 
almost total darkness during which the ethnic pot was simmering, the 
lid is slowly lifted in the tenth century revealing the end product. 
One thing is clear — the outcome is no more hanging in the balance. 


What then do we see in the tenth century? What is the political 
scene? As far as the northeast region was concerned, the rulers of 
Anuradhapura had no control over it. As in the previous three 
centuries, south Indian rulers were sending their armies to this region 
with the aim of gaining a foothold there. In the tenth century, it was 
the turn of the Colas to invade the island. Having supplanted the 
Pallavas and the Pandyas in south India, they directed their attention 
towards Sri Lanka. 


The South Indian Background 


The tenth and eleventh centuries constitute a period dominated by 
the Cola dynasty. A lineage that had risen to prominence in the 
castern part of Tamil Nadu as early as the third century BCE, it 
disappeared from the political scene in the early centuries of the 
Common Era, It took another six centuries before someone claiming 
descent from the ancient Colas re-established the rule of the Cola 
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lineage in the region of Thanjavur. Vijayadlaya was the ruler and the 
date was the middle of the ninth century. He started his career as a 
vassal of the Pallavas who were dominant in the northern part of 
Tamil Nadu known as Tondaimandalam. A quarter of a century later, 
Vijayalaya’s son, Aditya I (c. 871-907), defeated the Pallavas, 
annexed Tondaimandalam and inaugurated the period of Cola 
expansion. With the accession of his son Parantaka I (907-955), the 
power of the Colas was well and truly on the ascendant. During his 
long reign of nearly half a century, the Cola monarch had to confront 
the might of the Ragtrakitas in the north. In the south he had greater 
success in subjugating the Pandyas and the Céras and securing the 
southern frontier. 


Towards the end of Parantaka’s reign, the Rastraktitas defeated 
the Colas and conquered some of the northern regions of the latter’s 
kingdom. For nearly three decades after Parantaka’s death, the Colas 
struggled with weak successors until the accession of Rajaraja I in 
985. Considered ag the greatest of the Cola rulers, Rajaraja 
conducted campaigns in almost every direction and expanded the 
area under Cola rule. Very early in the reign, he broke the alliance of 
the three southern kingdoms — that of the Céra, Pandya and Simhala 
rulers. Interestingly, even the Maldive Islands to the southwest of Sri 
Lanka were included in Rajaraja’s naval expeditions. It would 
appear that these southern campaigns had some commercial 
objectives as well. They may have been aimed at controlling the 
lucrative trade with West Asia. In the north Rajaraja fought with the 
Calukyas who had succeeded the Rastrakiitas in the Deccan. 


The height of Cola power was attained in the reign of Rajaraja’s 
son and successor Rajendra I (1012-1044). A ruler who showed his 
prowess in successfully conducting major expeditions on land and 
sea, Rajendra made his influence felt beyond the borders of 
peninsular India — in the kingdoms up to the Ganges on the eastern 
seaboard and in the ports around the Bay of Bengal. Following the 
footsteps of his father, he appears to have been concerned about the 
overseas trade that brought considerable wealth to the Cla state. Ina 
possible bid to remove obstacles to this trade, especially with China, 
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- he sent a naval expedition, the like of which was not undertaken by 


any other Indian monarch, to some of the major ports of southeast 
Asia, The campaign appears to have been aimed at the Southeast 
Asian kingdom of Sri Vijaya, although there is little evidence to 
determine the immediate causes. Romila Thapar is inclined to think 
that Rajendra was motivated by ‘a desire to protect Indian 
commercial interests’. As a result of this campaign, ‘Indian shipping 
and commerce were safe in their passage through Shrivijayan 
territory’.! 


In the north, Rajendra’s armies succeeded in annexing some of 
the southern regions of the Calukya dominions. Perhaps the most 
notable military expedition conducted by Rajendra, unparalleled in 
the annals of south Indian history, was the march to the Ganges 
along the eastern seaboard. Bringing water from the Ganges as a’ 
symbol of his conquest of the north, he built a new city and named it 
Gangaikondacdla-puram, the City of the Cola who conquered the 
Ganges. These northern campaigns, however, did not result in any 
extension of the Cola empire northwards. In the south the Céra, 
Pandya and Simhala kingdoms were subjugated and their rulers 
replaced by Cola viceroys. Cola power clearly reached its peak early 
in the eleventh century under Rajendra I. 


After Rajendra, the Colas faced opposition from the Calukyas on 
their northern frontier. There were frequent conflicts between these 
two powers and by the time Cola Kuldttunhga I (1070-1120) 
ascended the throne the empire was shrinking. This provided the 
opportunity for the southern lineages to reassert themselves. 


The developments in the economic, religious and cultural spheres 
in this period were also remarkable. The expansion of trade, both 
inland and overseas, led to the growth of powerful mercantile 
communities whose influence was felt not only everywhere in 
peninsular India but also in Sri Lanka, Southeast Asia and China. 
The major ports of the eastern coast, from Visakapattinam in the 
north to the Pandya ports in the south, had well-organized mercantile 
establishments controlling the overseas trade with Sri Lanka and the 
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east. Of special significance was the trade with China which reached 
new heights in this period. Across the Arabian Sea, the trade with 
Persia, Arabia and Egypt was also equally important.” The expansion 
of inland trade led to the growth of several urban centres. These were 
the exchange centres scattered all over south India, organized and 
administered as patfanam or nagaram by mercantile communities. 


Irrigation works 


A major area of economic activity that has not received the 
importance it deserves is the building of irrigation facilities on an 
unprecedented scale. Such activity in Sri Lanka has been 
meticulously recorded in the chronicles, thus aiding to establish dates 
for the major irrigation works as well as to identify the rulers whose 
initiative helped to create these enormous reservoirs and canals. 
While the development of hydraulic technology and the building of 
huge reservoirs were equally magnificent in south India as in Sri 
Lanka, there are no chronicles or epigraphic records that document 
these activities. There is, however, the evidence of archaeology. 
And, of course, most of the major reservoirs are still in use. The 
eleventh and twelfth centuries once again saw the peak of this 
technological development, as in Sri Lanka, resulting in the creation 
of the largest human-made reservoir in the world until modern times. 
The second and third largest were in Sri Lanka.’ 


Architecture - 


This period of the imperial Colas also saw unparalleled activity in 
temple-building. Not only was there an increase in the number of 
temples built, some of the new temples had enormous proportions. 
The most famous and the largest of them all, built by Rajaraja I, was 
the Rajarajesvara Temple at Thanjavur. Still standing in the middle 
of a modern city and still in use for daily worship, this imposing 
structure has been described as ‘the finest monument of a splendid 
period of South Indian history and the most beautiful specimen of 
Tamil architecture at its best’.* In this period, the temple was more 
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than a place of religious worship and performed a number of 
functions. It had, in fact, evolved into a complex institution ‘related 
not only to religious requirements but also to fiscal, political and 
cultural needs’.° 


As one would expect in times of imperial splendour, this period 
of Cola power witnessed the efflorescence of some of the fine arts of 
south India. Among these, sculpture, particularly the art of metal- 
casting, attained a great height resulting in some of the finest bronzes 
ever produced in South Asia. ‘The Nataraja image in its various _ 
forms’, as judged by Nilakanta Sastri, ‘naturally holds the first place 
among the Cola bronzes’.® Dance, music and drama were promoted. 
through special endowments to temples. The Cola temple, as 
Nilakanta Sastri sums up, ‘was the centre of all the institutions of 
popular culture and amusement...Music and dancing, and theatrical 
presentations of popular tales and legends, formed part of the 
ordinary routine of the temple, and received special attention on 
festive occasions; and Natakasalas were specially constructed for 
these purposes’.’ Special endowments were made for the 
maintenance of dancing masters, musicians and drummers as well as 
dancing girls (tévaratiyar). The period of Cola rule without doubt 
saw much of the development that led to the evolution of the south 
Indian music (Karndfaka sarigita) and dance (Bharatandatya) that 
have become two of the hallmarks of the civilization of the south. 


Cola Expansion into Sri Lanka 


All the above developments in south India under the imperial 
Colas had a direct impact on Sri Lanka and contributed to the 
strengthening of the Tamil element in the island. Since the northern 
part was annexed to the Cola empire as one of its provinces 
(mmandalam) and kept under direct Cola rule for well over half a 
century, there were long-term consequences for the Tamil language 
and the Saiva religion in the island. Some of the trends set in motion 
during the period of Cola rule became irreversible even after the 
restoration of Sinhalese rule in the north. 
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The clash between the Colas and the Anuradhapura rulers began 
in the reign of Cola Parantaka I (907-955). From the seventh century, 
as seen earlier, the rulers of Anuradhapura were drawn into the 
political conflicts in south India. Often they allied with the dynasties 
that were opposed to the dominant power there. First they supported 
the Pallavas against the Pandyas. Later when the Pandyas were the 
underdogs, they allied with them against the rising Colas. When 
Parantaka invaded the Pandya kingdom, the Pandya king Rajasimha 
was assisted by an army sent by the Anuradhapura ruler Kassapa V 
(913-923). Parantaka was victorious in this war and the defeated 
Pandya ruler fled to Anuradhapura, taking with him his regalia. 
Parantaka’s invasion of Sri Lanka (referred to in Céla inscriptions as 
lam) must have taken place some time later, for we find him 
adopting the title ‘Maturaiyum Iamum konta’ (Conqueror of 
Madurai and Ilam) as early as 923.8 


Parantaka’s claim of a victory in Sri Lanka has not been taken 
seriously by most Sri Lankan historians. The heavy reliance on the 
Pali chronicles would explain why anything not confirmed by these 
sources is not taken seriously. But the Pali chronicle, Ci/avamsa, 
does refer to a Cola invasion in the reign of Udaya IV (945-953) in 
which the Sinhalese commander was killed, forcing Udaya to seek 
refuge in Rohana.’ Although Anuradhapura was not occupied by the 
Colas, it would appear that there was a Cola presence in the northern 
or eastern part of the island. 


Indeed the Cola conquest of Sri Lanka’ was done in stages and 
never completed. The different stages reflected the successive phases 
in the expansion of Cdla power in peninsular India. The first Cola 
invasion under Parantaka I, about 923, seems to have resulted in 
only a small part of the island being brought under Cola control. This 
part was probably the northeast and the north where conditions 
already were favourable for Cola rule. The Anuradhapura ruler was 
not ousted and he continued to rule from his capital, albeit in a shaky 
position. According to the Pali chronicle, he was still anxious to help 
his Pandya ally to regain his kingdom but ‘the nobles dwelling on 
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the island for some reason or other stirred up a sorry strife to the 
undoing of the Pandu king’, as a consequence of which the 
disappointed Pandya king decided to go to Kerala.’” The problem 
created by ‘the nobles dwelling on the island’ may have something to 
do with the areas under Cdla control. 


The second stage of the Cola conquest saw the defeat of the 
Anuradhapura ruler and his flight to Rohana, in southern Sri Lanka. 
‘This was some time in the middle of the tenth century, towards the 
end of Parantaka’s reign. Although the whole island was not 
conquered, this invasion brought to an end the kingdom that had 
Anuradhapura as the power-centre for nearly 1300 years. On this: 
count, it is a very significant event. The Colas, however, were not 
going to rule from Anuradhapura. They had in all probability already 
created elsewhere the necessary administrative structure to control 
that part of the island that really mattered to them, namely the 
northern and eastern regions giving control of the major ports 
including Matota and Gokarna. 


It is not known whether Polonnaruva was already functioning as 
the Cola administrative centre in Parantaka’s reign. Possibly the 
centre was a place further east or north, either Padaviya or Kantalay. 
The earliest Tamil inscriptions of the Colas have been found at 
Padaviya, and not at Polonnaruva. Possibly at this stage of Cola rule, 
Polonnaruva was another Brahmana settlement for it had the name 
Jananatha-mangalam in the next stage of Cola rule. The suffix — 
mangalam denotes a Brahmana settlement.'’ The Brahmana 
settlement and the earliest Saiva temples of this place may date back 
to a period before the Cola invasion. 


The next stage in the conquest of Sri Lanka came four decades 
later, in the reign of Rajaraja I (985-1014). The internal political 
problems following the death of Parantaka I may have turned the 
attention of the Colas away from Sri Lanka.'? But at least one 
invasion was directed against the island a little before 965. The 
Pandyas were in alliance with the ruler of Anuradhapura at this time 
and the Cola army, after a campaign in the Pandya kingdom, landed 
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in the northern part of the island. The Cola commander, Ciriyavélar, 
who led this expedition, fell fighting there.'? 

Rajaraja ascended the throne in 985 and soon afterwards 
launched a campaign of expansion that brought not only the whole of 
the Tamil-speaking regions of south India but also the Malayalam- 
speaking areas and some Kannada and Telugu territories under Cola 
tule. But what were even more spectacular were the naval 
campaigns. In the course of these naval expeditions the Laccadive 
Islands and the Maldive Islands came under attack. About 992 
Rajaraja’s navy attacked Sri Lanka and the island was added to the 
growing list of Rajaraja’s conquests.'* 


Even these campaigns of Rajaraja did not result in the entire 
island coming under Cdla control. The last king of Anuradhapura, 
Mahinda V, who had abandoned his capital in the time of Parantaka, 
was still in Rohana. The Colas, for their part, did not show any 
interest in holding Anuradhapura. Evidently they were controlling 
the conquered areas, in the north and east, from a place that was 
more favourable to them. That Cola administrative arrangements 
were in force in Sri Lanka in the time of Rajaraja is known from 
inscriptions in south India.'° It is possible that the existing local 
administrative structure continued to be in use with a Cola 
superstructure. 


Rajaraja’s conquest, though not marking the final stage of the 
Cola conquest, clearly resulted in the annexation of the conquered 
part of the island to the Cola empire and the recognition of it as one 
of the imperial provinces or mapdalam. Obviously Rajaraja was 
very proud of his conquest and gave his own name to the province, 
to some of the sub-divisions and to the new capital. The province 
was named Mummadi-Cola-mandalam. Mummadi-Cola was one of 
his numerous titles. Following the Cola administrative system, the 
province was divided into sub-divisions called va/anadu. Of the 
vafanadus in the island, the following are some known from 
inscriptions: Rajaraja-valanadu, Arumolideva-valanadu, Nikarili- 
cola-valandadu, Rajendra-sifha-valanadu, Vikrama-céla-valanadu, 
Abhayasraya-valandadu and ParakeSari-valanadu. Except ParakeSari 
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‘and Vikrama-Cola, all the others are names or titles of Rajaraja. With 


Polonnaruva being named Jananatha-mangalam (also 
Jananathapuram), it is possible that it became the administrative 
centre of the province. Jananatha was another of the titles of 
Rajaraja.'° 


As the Cola monarch whose conquest made the greatest impact in 
the island, Rajaraja’s name was everywhere. At least two temples 
were named after him. One was the Rajarajesvara temple at Matota 
and the other was the Ravikula-manikka-isvaram at Padaviya. A 
Buddhist establishment was named Rajaraja-perumpal]|i. A town was 
named Nittavinoda-puram. A Brahmana settlement was named 
Ra jaraja-caturvedimangalam and even a street was named Rajaraja- 
perunteru. 


The final stage of the conquest came in 1017. In that year 
Rajendra I (1012-1044), the son and successor of Rajaraja J, sent an 
expedition to the island. It was led by Miventa-velar, who ae the 
very impressive and high sounding titles of ‘Adhikara Dandandyake 
Jayankonda Cola’.'® Judging from his title ‘Jayankonda Cola’, he 
seems to have been a member of the Cola imperial family. Even in 
this final stage, the Colas failed to bring the whole island under their 
control, although both Rajendra and Mivénta-velar claim to have 
conquered the ‘whole of Ilam’ (Sri Lanka). 


Muvénta-velar defeated the Sinhalese ruler Mahinda, who had 
taken refuge in Rohana, and took him prisoner. The Cola armies had 
evidently marched up to the southern extremity of the island. In this 
final victory, the Cla general also succeeded in recovering the 
Pandya regalia which Varaguna Pandya had left in Sn Lanka in the 
reign of Parantaka I. Having accomplished the twin purpose of 
capturing the Anuradhapura ruler and recovering the Pandya crown, 
Mivénta-véelar returned to the Cola capital with his captives, 
Mahinda and his queens, as well as the Pandya regalia and other — 
treasures.” 
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When he triumphantly returned to surrender his captives and the 
treasures to Rajendra, the emperor had new plans for him. A new 
system of provicial administration had been devised to hold together 
the rapidly expanding Cola empire. According to this scheme, the 
emperor hand-picked the viceroys to govern the provinces 
(mandalam), ceremoniously crowned them, conferred on them the 
respective titles that marked their official appointment and 
dispatched them to their respective provinces. They were to rule, for 
all practical purposes, like the local kings whom they replaced. They 
were given even new dynastic names that reflected this status. These 
names were the result of a novel idea of combining the dynastic 
name of the former local ruler and that of the emperor, namely 
‘Cola’. Thus, the viceroy of the Pandya realm assumed the dynastic 
name of Cola-Pandya while the one who was sent to Kerala received 
the name Cola-Kérala. These viceroys also had the right to use the 
consecration names of their local predecessors and to date their 
records in their own regnal years like independent rulers. Since 
loyalty to the emperor was of paramount importance for the viceroys, 
they were chosen from among the able members of the imperial 
family and not allowed to rule for life. When the emperor died they 
were recalled and re-appointed by the new emperor or relieved of 
their positions and others appointed in their places. 


Under this new scheme, Sri Lanka, the new province of 
Mummadi-Cola-mandalam, was placed under a viceroy who carried 
the dynastic name of Cola-Lankesvara. Lanke$vara was the title that 
Sinhalese rulers used at Anuradhapura in the tenth century. Since the 
last Lanke$vara (Lord of Lanka), Mahinda V, bore the consecration 
name Sri Sanghabodhi, the first Cola-Lankesvara had to take the 
alternate consecration name Abhaya Salamegha. From the 
inscriptional evidence that is now available, it is possible to 
reconstruct the following sequence of events immediately following 
the final conquest of Sri Lanka in 1017.27? When Jayankonda Cola 
Miventa-vélar returned to the Cola capital after his victory in the 
island, Rajendra appointed him as the viceroy of the new province of 
Mummadicola-mandalam. The viceroy returned to the island, 
possibly arriving at Matota and invoking the blessings of the deity at 
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the renowned temple of Kétisvaram, where he left an inscription. He 
assumed the dynastic name of Cola-Lankesvara and the consecration 
name of Salamegha. Jananatha-mangalam (Polonnaruva) became his 
capital with a slight name change, namely Jananatha-puram (the City 
of Jananatha) to mark its new status. Perhaps to mark his assumption 
of duties, a new Brahmana settlement was established or an old one 
was renamed Jayankonda Salamegha Caturvedimangalam. 


It is not known how long this Cola-Lankesvara ruled or how 
many other Cola-Lankesvaras were sent to govern the Cola territories 
in Sri Lanka. A Lankesvara was in the Cola capital in 1019 making’ 
obeisance to the emperor, Rajendra I.” Whether the first Cola- 
LankeSvara returned to the capital in that year and made way for the 
appointment of another is not clear. However, it is known that 
Rajadhiraja I (1018-1054), who ruled jointly with Rajendra I and 
later succeeded him as the supreme ruler, appointed a prince to rule 
as Cola-Lankesvara.”* A Cola-Lankesvara who ruled in Sri Lanka in 
the time of Rajadhiraja I had the consecration name Sri 
Sanghabodhi. He was probably the second Cola-Lankesvara, as the 
first one, as seen above, was not entitled to this consecration name. | 
As a record dated in his tenth year has been found, he ruled for ten 
years or more. There was possibly a third Cola-LankeSvara with the 
consecration name Salamegha, for we come across the name 
Vikrama Salamegha in a record of the eleventh century.”? The town 
named Vikrama-calaméka-puram, the Siva temple of Vikrama- 
calaméka-iSvaram and the community of soldiers who went by the 
name of Vikrama-calaméka-terinta Valankai Vélaikkarar were 
named apparently after this Cola viceroy. Possibly, the 
administrative sub-division of Vikramacdla-valanddu was also 
named after him.” 


Going by the evidence of the Tamil inscriptions in Sri Lanka, the 
territories under the direct rule of the Colas were confined to the 
northwestern, northern and eastern regions of the island. The central 
highlands and the southern part did not come under the 
administration of the Cdla viceroy and played a significant role not 
only in the campaigns to oust the Cdlas but also in the survival of 
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Buddhism and the Sinhalese language in the island. From the time of 
the first Cola invasion in the tenth century this region of Sri Lanka 
provided a safe haven for the disinherited rulers of Anuradhapura as 
well as for other opponents of the Cdlas. Even the mightiest of the 
Cola emperors could not subjugate this region. Consequently, it was 
from here that the Sinhalese leader, Vijayabahu, was able to 
organize his campaign against the Colas and capture power at 
Polonnaruva. 


Although there was opposition to Cdla rule from the very 
beginning, resulting in much fighting for over a century, the battle 
was never taken into the Codla-controlled territory until the final 
campaign of Vijayabahu. The fighting was mainly to resist the 
attempts of the Colas to control the south and flush out their 
opponents. These opponents were not a united force and were not 
only the disinherited Sinhalese princes. There were other Sinhalese 
leaders as well as princes who had fled from India, north and south, 
and sought refuge in the secure fastnesses of Rohana. They included 
the Pandyas, the Keralas and even princes from Ayodhya and 
Kanyakubja. 


In the areas north of Rohana and the central highlands, the Colas 
provided nearly a century of undisturbed Tamil rule and favourable 
conditions for the flowering of Saivism. It was a period in which the 
powerful south Indian mercantile communities and the influential 
south Indian Brahmanas were able to help consolidate the position of 
the Tamil language and the Saiva religion, with state patronage, in 
the northwest, north and east. And when the end came for Cola rule, 
not even the triumphant Vijayabahu could reverse the process. We 
find him in a position in which he continued the patronage given to 
Saiva institutions and the Saiva Brahmanas as well as to the south 
Indian mercantile communities and the military communities 
associated with them. While he no doubt was a great defender of 
Buddhism and took important steps to re-establish the Buddhist 
Sangha in the north, his own son and grandson, both of whom were 
among his successors, were not themselves Buddhists like him. They 
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were clearly on the side of Saivism, revealing the extent to which 
this religion had become influential in the period of Cola rule. 


The strenuous efforts of Vijayabahu may have successfully ended 
Cola rule. But they came far too late to stem the tide of Saivism and 
Tamil, the twin forces that had begun their flow from the north and 
east with the rise of the Pallavas, about the seventh century. 
Buddhism could not withstand the impact of Saivism. The Hela 
language was on the retreat. 


Significance of Cola Rule 


More than a century of Cola influence and administration, from 
about the middle of the tenth century to 1070, put the final seal on 
the evolution of a separate ethnic identity with the twin markers of 
Saivism and Tamil. When Sinhalese rule was re-established in the 
north in 1070, it was a completely different scenario that presented 
itself to the new monarch from that which the last king of 
Anuradhapura had left behind when he fled to Rohana. Buddhism 
had lost its pre-eminence. Siva temples were adorning every major 
urban centre and port. The Tamil language was in wide use in 
administration. South Indian mercantile communities were in full 
control of foreign trade and economic transactions in the market 
towns. Tamil, Telugu, Kerala and Kannada martial communities 
provided security in the capital city and to important religious 
institutions elsewhere. Tamil artisans and masons were busy in the. 
urban centres. The return of Sinhalese rule only replaced the political 
superstructure at the apex. 


Direct Cola rule was confined to the areas that are covered by the 
present-day North-Western Province, Northern Province, North- 
(‘entral Province and Eastern Province. With the centre of power at 
Jananathapuram (Polonnaruva), they superimposed a_ political 
administration over the village structure that was functioning at the 
prass-roots level. At the head of this framework was the viceroy 
(Céla-LankeSvara) who, for all practical purposes, ruled like the 
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former Sinhalese monarchs. His realm, which theoretically embraced 
the whole of [lam or Sri Lanka, was one of the provinces 
(mandalam) of the Cola empire. 


As in the case of the south Indian mandalams, this was divided 
into vajandadus, nddus and villages. The nature of local rule, which 
helped villages to continue without disruption even in times of 
political conflict and dynastic changes, was strengthened by the Cola 
system of local government. There is evidence that the efficient 
system of village government that prevailed in the Cola kingdom was 
in vogue in Sri Lanka under Cola rule. It was through this village 
government that the irrigation works were maintained. The end of 
Cola rule saw only the removal of the superstructure. The system of 
village government no doubt continued as before. 


Cola rule also strengthened the Brahmana settlements (caturvedi- 
matigalam) in the conquered areas and increased their influence 
significantly. Jananatha-mangalam, one of the leading Brahmana 
villages at the beginning of Cola rule, was chosen as the capital of 
the Cdla province and soon became an urban centre with the name 
Jananatha-puram (City of Jananatha). Kantalay was another 
important Brahmana village and had the name Rajaraja-caturvedi- 
mangalam. There were other Brihmana settlements, such as the 
Jayankontacdla-caturvedi-mangalam and Nittavinodapuram, in other 
parts of the north.* These Brahmana villages were centres of 
Saivism with important Siva temples. These centres helped the 
growth of Saivism and the influence of the Tamil language in the 
period of Cola rule, 


The growth of Saivism hastened the decline of Buddhism in the 
north and east, particularly among the Tamils. There were still some 
Tamil Buddhist establishments (pa//) in the east and possibly in the 
Jaffna peninsula. The best known establishment was Velgam Vehera, 
which was renamed Rajaraija-perumpalli, after the Cola emperor. 
Another was the Vikkirama-calimtkap-perumpalli. Possibly, these 
were Mahayana Buddhist establishments. There was no proper 
Theravada Buddhist Sangha to provide leadership to the Buddhists 
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PLATE 16, 


Ruins of the Rajaraja-perumpalli— Image House. ‘The base mouldings of this Tamil vilara, in their details, differ from 


those of the Buddhist edifices at Anuradhapura and Polonnareva. They are similar to the mouldings of the Hindu shrines 
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PLATE 17, 


Ruins of the Rajaraja-perumpalli. 


Photo: March 2005, by the author. Courtesy: Department of A rehacology, 


and, when Cola rule ended, Vijayabahu had to send for Buddhist 
monks from Ramannha (Burma) in order to purify the Sinhalese 
Sangha and set it on a proper footing. 


Mercantile communities 


The growth of Cola political power in the island was paralleled by 
the increase in the activities of the south Indian mercantile 
communities. Recent studies on these communities have ‘thrown 
much light on their activities. Despite the availability of a large 
number of comparatively lengthy stone records left by them, these 
communities continue to be among the most intriguing groups whose 
origin, composition and multifarious activities pose many questions 
that are difficult to answer. Unlike the stone inscriptions of kings, 
village assemblies and religious institutions which constitute the bulk 
of the epigraphic records of south India and Sri Lanka, the 
inscriptions of the mercantile communities are rarely dated, hardly 
mention a local ruler and woefully lack in details about their internal 
organization. The dating of these records is often based on 
palacography and is not always quite satisfactory. There is even a 
confusion of names, as more than one name seems to have been used 
by the same organization. 


Despite these shortcomings, the records of the mercantile 
communities are extremely useful sources of information for the 
historian, As seen earlier, in the time of the Pallavas south India and 
Sri Lanka participated in an extensive commerce that resulted in 
close relations with West Asia, Southeast Asia and China. With the 
rise of the sea-oriented empire of the Célas in the tenth century, this 
commerce as well as south India’s relations with other Asian empires 
developed further,** 


Unlike in contemporary China, trade was not a royal monopoly in 
the Cdla empire. It was purely a private enterprise. But the nature and 
volume of the trade, both internal and foreign, that developed in 
South Asia in this period demanded co-operation among merchants 
on a bigger scale than there had been before. And so we find in the 
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tenth century the emergence of very complex organized mercantile 
communities, often described as guilds after their European 
counterparts, whose strength grew almost parallel to the expansion of 
Cola power. Indeed it would appear that the Cola flag followed the 
merchant fleets of these communities. 


Among, the more powerful mercantile communities were the 
Aifiitirruvar (also called the Ayyavole, Ticai-dyirattu-Aimntrruvar, 
Nanadegi and Vira-valaficiyar). The details relating to their 
composition and organization are so complex in the various records 
belonging to them that it is extremely difficult to comprehend the 
nature of their structure. The most recent attempt to understand the 
organization of these merchants tentatively concludes that ‘the 
ainuirruvar, otherwise known as padinen-vishayam/padinen- bhami 
or nanddest, is a concept of the merchant organization which 
overarches all the substantial merchant organizations formed in some 
particular area, locality or town’2’ Since the name Aififitirruvar is 
always associated with a large number of mercantile, military and 
professional groups, it seems to have been applied to a loose 
umbrella organization of all those groups in a particular locality.” 


The Aififitrruvar and their associates dominated the internal and i 
external trade of the island. They controlled key market towns and . 


established their erivira-paftinam in the major urban centres. Their 
records as well as other records mentioning them have been found in 
Polonnaruva, Anuradhapura, Padaviya, Vahalkada, Viharehinna and 
Budumuttava which were all major urban centres in the eleventh and 
twelfth centuries. They brought under their wing various ethnic 
groups of south Indian origin, such as the Telugus, Keralas and the 
Kannadas, but used only the Tamil language in their records.” A 
section of the Ainntrruvar, who were well established in Sri Lanka 
and whose base was therefore in the island, called themselves Ten- 
Hankai Valaficiyar (the Valaficiyar of Lanka in the South) when they 


were engaged in activities in south India.” 


Of the mercantile communities that can be identified as distinct 
from the Aififiirruvar are two who had their roots in Kerala, namely 
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the Manigramam and the Afijuvannam. It would appear that the 
uctivitics of these two in the period of Cola rule were completely 
overshadowed by the Aififiirruvar. However, in the present state of 
our knowledge, the Manigramam were active in Sri Lanka even 
before Céla rule. Although no record of the Afijuvannam has come 
to light anywhere in Sri Lanka, there are records in Andhra that refer 
to the Afijuvannam who were established in Matota. 


The Manigramam, as seen earlier, were active in Sri Lanka 
possibly as early as the ninth century. While a considerable number 
of inscriptions relating to the Aiffitirruvar have been discovered; 
none belonging to the Manigrimam has come to light. As ; 
consequence of the predominant position occupied by _ the 
AihAtrruvar, it would appear that the activities of the other south 
Indian mercantile communities were not widespread. This would 
apply to the Aijuvannam, too. 


The Afijuvannam was a community of merchants of West Asian 
origin, They seem to have been of Persian and Arab descent and may 
have included both Muslims and Jews. The settlements of these West 
pas seafarers appear to have led to the emergence of the 
Afijuvannam, a name apparently derived from the Persian 
Vanamana. By the ninth century Anjuvannam settlements were 
found in the ports of the west and east coasts of south India. The 
expansion of the activities of the Afijuvannam no doubt included the 
ports of Sri Lanka and it is possible that there were Afijuvannam 
sclhemens there as early as the ninth century. These may ‘have 
formed the nuclei of the Tamil-speaking Muslim settlements of the 
West and east coasts of Sri Lanka. The only evidence we have about 
their presence in a Sri Lankan port in the eleventh century comes 
trom Andhra in south India. Inscriptions from the port of 
Visakhapatnam refer to an Afijuvannam settlement at Matota.*! 


However, there is evidence to suggest that the Afijuvannam and 
ie Manigramam, along with the Aifntrruvar, were active in South 
Asia until as late as the end of the thirteenth century. As they are 
known to have been engaged in various pursuits in the southern parts 
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of the Tamil region of south India, in close proximity to the ports on 
the western and eastern coats of Sri Lanka, their presence in the 
island in the same period can be reasonably assumed. Supporting this 
assumption is the interesting evidence from south India about a joint 
meeting of the Tennilankai Valaficiyar (the Valaficiyar of Lanka in 
the South) with the Afijuvannam and the Manigramam to deliberate 
on a charitable donation.** Though the Aififitrruvar were clearly 
dominating the scene in Sri Lanka, there was probably no serious 
rivalry or competition between them and the other mercantile 
communities. 


The exclusive use of Tamil (apart from the Sanskrit preamble) in 
the records of the Aififiirruvar in Sri Lanka shows the dominance of 
the Tamil-speakers in this merchant community and also indicates 
that their activities were largely among the Tamil-speaking 
population. The er/vira-patfapams established by them were also in 
predominantly Tamil-speaking areas. As it is known that there were 
Telugu, Kannada and Kerala elements associated with the 
Aififiirruvar, one can safely assume that these elements also used 
Tamil. One can see here a clear instance of the manner in which 
various south Indian elements contributed to the evolution of the 
Tamil ethnic identity in ancient Sri Lanka. As will be seen later, 
various elements of the warrior communities also made a similar 
contribution. Tamil became the major language of foreign trade in 
the ports of Sri Lanka. In the twelfth century, Parakramabahu I used 
Tamil in his edict relating to foreign trade set up in the northern port 
of Uratturai while the record of Chinese traders in the southern port 
of Galle, dated 1410, was in Tamil, Chinesé and Persian. 


Warrior communities 


South Indian warrior communities were present in Sri Lanka in 
notable numbers from about the seventh century. As seen earlier, 
there are several recorded instances of princes and political aspirants 
from the island going over to south India and bringing armies to fight 
for their claims. The growth of commerce and the establishment of 
new market towns in several parts of the country were other factors 
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that introduced more members of the warrior communities from 
south India. Further, the political instability of the period after the 
seventh century seems to have led to the employment of soldiers to 
protect religious establishments for which mercantile communities 
accepted custodianship. In the period of Cola rule, there is evidence 
for the conspicuous presence of south Indian warrior communities in 
the urban centres. 


Indisputably the most important south Indian warrior community 
in Sri Lanka in the eleventh century was that generally known as the 
Vélaikkarar. Like many other communities given to martial pursuits, 
they were associated with the powerful mercantile communities, 
especially the Aififitirruvar. They enjoyed a very high reputation for 
their loyalty and were given custody of important religious 
institutions, including the Temple of the Tooth Relic. There is hardly 
any evidence of other warrior communities being custodians of 


institutions.® 


Among the other warrior communites, the most notable is the 
Virakotiyar. This community is sometimes referred to as the Patin- 
cn-pimi Virakotiyar.** Another community that is often associated 
with the protection of urban centres is the Erivirar (sometimes 
referred to as as the Patinen-pimi Virar).*> Two others referred to in 
the epigraphic records are the Ankakkarar and the Karunakara- 
virar. Ankakkadrar may be only another term for meykdppar 
(bodyguards) rather than the name of another community of 
warriors.”° 


Another group of. warriors of south Indian origin was the 
Akampatiyar (Agampadi). These warriors seem to have originated as 
bodyguards in the inner apartments of the royal palace and later 
evolved into a military caste. They are referred to in inscriptions as 
well as in Sinhalese literary sources.*” 
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Masons and artisans 


A group of Tamil origin whose migration has found no mention 
in the inscriptions or chronicles is that of the skilled masons and 
artisans. The building and renovation of the Saiva temples would not 
have been possible without significant numbers of artisans skilled in 
the Cola style of architecture in which these temples were 
constructed. All the Saiva and Vaisnava shrines, as seen from their 
remains, were built in the architectural style prevailing in Tamil 
Nadu. Even the Tamil Buddhist monasteries were built in this style, 
as is evidenced by the remains of the Rajaraja-perumpalli at 
Periyakulam. As Paranavitana has remarked, this monastery in ruins 
is ‘interesting as the only known example of a Tamil Buddhist palli 


preserved even in ruins up to our day’.*® 


Conclusion 


The mercantile communities and the warrior communities 
contributed in a very significant way to the strengthening of the 
Tamil element in the northern, northwestern and eastern regions of 
Sri Lanka. The dominance and the increased activity of the 
mercantile communities under Cola rule resulted in the arrival of 
merchants and soldiers as well as artisans from different parts of 
south India. They included persons from the Telugu, Kannada and 
Kerala regions, but predominantly from the Tamil region. The 
different ethnic groups were eventually assimilated into the Tamil or 
Sinhalese populations. But most of them were active in the areas that 
were already populated by Tamil-speakers and were consequently 
absorbed into the Tamil population. Cola rule thus helped to 
consolidate the results of the process of Tamilisation that had been 
going on for over a thousand years and make this process 
irreversible. As a result, when Cola rule ended, the victorious 
Sinhalese leader Vijayabahu had to acquiesce with the status quo. 


Undeniably the period of Cola rule saw Tamil and Saivism gain 
complete dominance in the northwest, north and east. The 
archaeological evidence is clear in this respect. The ruins of a 
considerable number of Saiva and Vaishnava temples, with Cola 
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architectural features and stone inscriptions in Tamil, have come to 
light in various places. Most of these sites have not been excavated 
or subjected to intensive study. But what has been gained from these 
sites provides sufficient evidence of the dominance achieved by 
‘Tamil and Saivism in the northern half of the island in the eleventh 
century. 


245 


THE FINAL 


PHASE 


1070 — 1200 
SINHALA AND TAMIL 


CHAPTER 


The Joint Achievers 


The resumption of Sinhalese rule in the former kingdom of the 
Anuradhapura monarchs was no doubt a victory for Vijayabahu but 
not for the Hela language or Theravada Buddhism. The coronation 
ceremony that Vijayabahu held in Anuradhapura, the great centre of 
Theravada Buddhism for over a millennium, was only symbolic. The 
glory of that ancient city had well and truly ended. The reality was 
that the new Sinhalese king had to rule from what was a Tamil city 
for nearly three-quarters of a century, a city where there was no 
major Theravada institution. For a brief period amounting to a little 
over a century, this city was to reflect the new reality in the island, 
and show to the outside world a splendour born out of the union of 
two great South Asian cultures, 


The conditions for a successful, though short-lived, partnership 
between the two cultures, the Tamil and the Sinhalese, were laid 
under Cola rule, Vijayabahu’s campaign was clearly against the Cola 
rulers and not against the Tamils or other ethnic groups. Tamil 
soldiers fought on his side. After his triumph, he was as good a 
patron of the Brahmanas, Saivism and Tamil as the Cola viceroys 
were. Tamil soldiers, clerks and artisans continued to be in royal 
service under him. Strengthening the Tamil element further in 
politics, he even contracted matrimonial alliances with Tamil royal 
families. No action taken by him was directed at weakening the 
Tamil forces in the heart of the new kingdom which came to be 
known as the Rajarata (King’s Country). 
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In his wars against the Colas, Vijayabahu is known to have used 
at least one division of the army commanded by a Tamil. In a Cola 
yecord dated 1067, a personality named Kurukulattaraiyan is 
mentioned as one of the commanders who fought on the side of 
Vijayabahu against Cola Virarajendra’s forces and fell in battle. 
What is of even greater interest (reminiscent of the battle between 
Dutthagamani and Elara more than a millennium earlier), according 
to the Pali chronicle, two Sinhalese chiefs, Ravideva and Cala, 
deserted Vijayabahu and went over with their men to the side of the 
Cola forces. Any attempt to make the campaigns of Vijayabahu 
appear as a surge of Sinhalese liberation forces against the Tamil ~ 
Colas would be seen as groundless. The Célas faced as much 
opposition from Tamil and other south Indian elements in the Tamil 
land as the forces of Vijayabahu faced from Sinhalese elements in 
southern Sri Lanka. In fact, even after defeating the Colas and 
establishing his authority at Polonnaruva, Vijayabahu faced several 
rebellions and revolts led by Sinhalese leaders some of whom went 
to south India to get support. There was nothing racial in these 
political conflicts, Vijayabahu’s own sister was given in marriage to 
“ Pandya prince. What is of greater interest is that the son of this 
sister, Vijayabahu’s nephew, was later married to a daughter of Cola 
Kulottunga [, the Cola ruler from whom Vijayabahu wrested the Sri 
Lankan kingdom. 


It is therefore not surprising that the reign of Vijayabahu ushered 
in a period of remarkable partnership between the Sinhalese and the 
famils in the island. Beginning with religion, every sphere of 
activity in which Vijayabahu was engaged reflected this harmonious 
relationship, The new Sinhalese ruler was without doubt a champion 
of Buddhism. That is not to say that he was an opponent of Saivism. 
By his time, the antagonism between these two religions had died 
down. With the dominance achieved by Saivism under the Cdlas, it 
appears that eclectic tendencies were on the rise. We know that 
Vijayabahu devoted much attention to the construction of major 
Buddhist structures and the renovation of several Buddhist shrines in 
the capital and elsewhere. It is not known whether he built any Saiva 
temples. But there is evidence that at least one Saiva shrine was 
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renamed after him. This was the Vijayaraja-isvaram at Kantalay 
which presumably was named earlier after a Cola monarch. The 
Brahmana settlement of Kantalay, which earlier had the name 
Rajaraja-caturvedi-mangalam (after Rajaraja I), was also renamed 
Vijayaraja-caturvedi-mangalam. This provides testimony to the 
king’s patronage of the Brahmanas. Considering the practices in the 
courts of the Sinhalese rulers at Polonnaruva, there is room to 
surmise that Vijayabahu had Brahmanas at his court to perform 
various Brahmanical rituals. 


End of Cola Rule 


It is generally agreed that Cola rule in Sri Lanka came to an end 
in 1070. Of the Tamil inscriptions in the island dated in the regnal 
years of Cola monarchs, the latest is dated in the third year of 
Adhirajendra (1070).' Until then the Colas were in firm control of the 
northern half of the island. But they could never subjugate the south. 
This region, as mentioned earlier, was not merely a safe haven for 
Sinhalese leaders to organize their armies for ousting the Colas, but, 
what is more interesting, it also provided sanctuary to various 
dispossessed princes from India. The armies of the Cola viceroy 
fought these princes with little success. Among these princes were 
two members of the Pandya family and at least one prince from north 
India. Any description of these conflicts as wars between the Tamils 
and the Sinhalese would be seen as groundless. The Cola imperial 
forces had to contend with Tamil opposition in the Pandya territory 
in the same way as they had to fight Pandya as well as Sinhala rulers 
who controlled southern Sri Lanka.’ 


Vijayabahu was the most successful of these rulers in southern Sri 
Lanka. Eliminating all rivals, he gained control of the southern 
region in 1055 or 1056 but had to face Cdla opposition almost 
immediately. For nearly a decade he was in no position to fight the 
Colas. The deveiopments in south India after 1063, the year Cola 
Rajendra II died, offered an opportunity to Vijayabahu to attempt an 
attack on Cola power in the north. Virarajendra I who succeeded 
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Rajendra Hl had to face scrious opposition from the Western 
Calukyas in the northern frontier of the Cola empire and was in no 
position to protect the Cola possessions in the south. 


As Vijayabahu kept up the pressure on the Céla forces in the 
island, Virarajendra sent reinforcements to Polonnaruva. In the 
hattles that ensued, two powerful Sinhalese chiefs, Ravideva and 
(ala, crossed over with their men from Vijayabahu’s side to the Cola 
commander.? Vijayabahu, however, was able to regroup and take 
control of Polonnaruva about 1067. But the Colas were not prepared 
\o give up easily. Fresh forces were despatched to the island and ~ 
Vijayabahu was compelled to abandon Polonnaruva. One of 
Vijayabahu’s Tamil commanders, Kurukulattaraiyan, fell in battle.’ 
But worse still, a Sinhalese chief in the south rose against 
Vijayabahu and went over to the Cola-held territory. Such was the 
plight of Vijayabahu. In Paranavitana’s lamenting words, ‘Not only 
had he to face the military might of a great empire with very little 
more than his own courage and determination, but also, on more than 
one occasion, when it appeared that he was on the road to success, 
his own people proved false to him and he had to start all over 
again’.> Once again, it is seen how there is no room for interpreting 
the war against the Colas as a Sinhalese-Tamil conflict. 


After 1067, Virarajendra was too preoccupied with his 
encounters against the Western Calukyas to send any further 
reinforcements to aid the Cola viceroy in Sri Lanka. He died in 1070 
and was succeeded by Kulottunga I whose most pressing task was to 
defend the Cola territories against the inroads of the Western 
(iJukyas. All this meant that the defence of Sri Lanka was given a 
low priority enabling Vijayabahu to seize the opportunity and march 
against the isolated Cola forces in the north. The result was the 
conquest of Anuradhapura and Polonnaruva and the end of Céla rule 
in the island.° 


Sinhalese Rule at Polonnaruva . 
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The return of Sinhalese rule to the old kingdom of the 
Anuradhapura monarchs marked an important and interesting stage 
in the history of Sinhalese-Tamil relations in the island. For the next 
century and a half Sri Lanka was to witness an unprecedented 
partnership between the two ethnic groups in practically all areas of 
activity. In dynastic affairs there never was such close matrimonial 
alliances between Sinhalese and Tamil royal families as in this 
period. In administration, military organization, commercial activity, 
hydraulic works, religion and the arts there was an admirable 
partnership between the two groups that has often been overlooked. 
The result was a glorious period of Sri Lankan history, uninspiringly 
styled the Polonnaruva Period, which saw the flowering of a truly 
great Sri Lankan civilization. 


From the very beginning of Vijayabahu’s reign there was no 
show of animosity towards the Tamils by the Sinhalese monarch. It 
was not just a unilateral phenomenon, for his Céla contemporary, 
Kulottunga I, was equally free of any feeling of enmity towards the 
Sinhalese ruler, although the Pali chronicle would have us believe 
that he continued hostile activities against Vijayabahu. In fact, the 
Céla ruler had asked for Vijayabahu’s sister in marriage. For some 
reason Vijayabahu was not keen on establishing such a close 
matrimonial alliance with the Cola family and, instead, preferred to 
give his sister in marriage to another Tamil, a Pandya prince.’ This 
Tamil prince was to become the grandfather of Parakramabahu I, 
traditionally hailed as the greatest of the Sinhalese kings. 
Kulottunga, however, did not give up his efforts to forge an alliance 
with the Sinhalese ruling family. We find that at a later date he gave 
one of his own daughters, Cuttamalli Alvar, in marriage to a 
Sinhalese prince (identified as one of Vijayabahu’s nephews).* 


Vyayabahu’s policy of having a closer alliance with the Pandya 
family than with the Cola family had its own adverse consequences 
in the politics of the kingdom. The Pandyas, who were allied to the 
Sinhalese rulers against the Colas from the tenth century, already 
enjoyed considerable influence in Sri Lanka in the period of Céla 
rule. At least two Pandya princes were accepted as rulers in the 
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territories outside Cola control.” The policy of Vijayabahu, while it 
may have helped keep the Colas in check, doubtless increased 
Pandya influence in the affairs of the kingdom. A strong political 
proup, usually referred to as the Pandya faction, emerged at 
Polonnaruva after the death of Vijayabahu and exerted considerable 
influence in the affairs of the kingdom. This faction often succeeded 
in placing its members or Pandya princes from south India on the 
throne at Polonnaruva. Its influence continued even after the fall of 
Polonnaruva. 


It would appear that Vijayabahu retained the administrative 
structure of the Colas and made significant changes only at the top. 
Vhere is little information on this point. The reference to a register of 
Tamil clerks (Demaja lesdaru pota) in Vijayabahu’s Panakaduva 
(Copper Plate inscription points to his employment of Tamil officers 
in the adminsistration. Possibly many of them continued in service 
trom the time of Cola rule.'° 


Perhaps the combination of Sinhalese and Tamil (including other 
south Indian) elements was reflected more in the military 
organization of the new ruler than in any other area. Indeed it seems 
that Vijayabahu depended more on Tamil troops than on Sinhalese 
soldiers. This is understandable in view of the opposition he faced 
{from some Sinhalese chiefs in the early years of his reign. But he 
may have made a miscalculation in relying too much on the Tamil 
forces in his battles against the Colas, if we accept the evidence in 
the Pali chronicle." 


Religion 


Vijayabahu’s reign also marked the beginning of a new 
eclecticism in religion. While eclectic tendencies have always been a 
feature of Sri Lankan religions, the eleventh and twelfth centuries 
saw a marked increase in mixed Buddhist, Brahmanical and Saiva_ 
practices at the elite level. Emulating the contemporary practice at 
the Indian, particularly southern, royal courts, Vijayabahu as well as 
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his successors at Polonnaruva encouraged claborate Brahmanical 
rituals. Royal patronage of the Brahmanas was naturally followed by 
endowments to Brahmanical institutions. The desire to establish 
matrimonial alliances with non-Buddhist royal families in India 
resulted in the presence of influential non-Buddhist queens at 
Polonnaruva. These queens not only encouraged elaborate 
Brahmanical rituals in the court but also influenced the religious life 
of young princes who later ascended the throne with less attachment 
to Buddhism than that of earlier rulers. 


This trend is clearly seen from the reign of Vijayabahu I. Both his 
queens Lilavati (a princess from Oudh) and Trilokasundari (a 
princess from Kalinga) were from a non-Buddhist background. The 
latter presumably was the more influential of the two. The author of 
the Pali chronicle, Cai/avamsa, minces no words in accusing her of 
anti-Buddhist activities. Her son, Vikramabahu, who later succeeded 
to the throne, was without doubt influenced by her religious leanings. 
After a lengthy analysis of the literary and inscriptional evidence 
relating to this prince, Sirima Kiribamune has concluded that it is 
fairly clear Vikramabahu was not a Buddhist.!? He married a non- 
Buddhist princess and his son, Gajabahu, was without doubt, as will 
be seen later, a follower of Saivism. 


Even the rulers of Polonnaruva who are known as better 
supporters of Buddhism not only patronized Saivism but practised 
Brahmanical rituals in their private and public lives. The Ci@/avamsa 
provides an insight into court Brahmanical practices at Polonnaruva 
as well as in the regional capitals.'? The inscriptions give information 
about elaborate Brahmanical ceremonies performed in public.'* In 
the end, we see the last rulers of Polonnaruva openly professing 
Saivism and adopting an anti-Buddhist policy. They brought to an 
end a policy that saw both Buddhism and Saivism flourishing 
harmoniously unlike in any other period. 


Vijayabahu himself is not known to have practised Brahmanical 


rituals. But with two queens who had come from royal families in 
India, Brahmanical rites would have been introduced to his palace 
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and court. The fact that one of the leading Brahmana settlements in 

the island was renamed after him (Vijayaraja-caturvedi-mangalam) | 
and a temple there was also renamed after him (Vijayara ja-isvaram) 

would indicate that Vijayabahu was closely associated with Saiva 

institutions and patronized Brahmanas.'> When this king died in. 
1110, his younger brother Jayabahu was elevated to the throne 

through a palace intrigue but he was able to rule in Polonnaruva only 

for a few months. Nothing is known about his support for Saivism. 


Jayabahu was ousted by Vikramabahu, the son of Vijayabahu by _ 
his queen from Kalinga. The new ruler was a devoted Siva 
worshipper. The extraordinary Sanskrit epithet Parvati-pati dattasir- 
vira-mahd-vrsa (= the heroic great bull who has been given the 
blessings of the husband of Parvati) assumed by him in one of his 
inscriptions puts this matter beyond doubt.'® He has no epithets in 
these inscriptions indicating his association with Buddhism. In fact, 
the Pali chronicle gives many details of his anti-Buddhist activities 
saying that he behaved like a heretic.'” 


Vikramabahu’s son Gajabahu who succeeded his father to the 
Polonnaruva throne was clearly a devotee of Siva. We have Pali, 
Sinhalese and Tamil sources, both literary and epigraphic, that 
provide evidence to establish this. He performed Brahmanical 
sacrifices, worshipped at the Saiva shrine of Konésvaram in 
Trincomalee and spent his last days in the Brahmana settlement at 
Kantalay. But, unlike his father, he patronized Buddhist institutions 
as well.'® 


Gajabahu’s successor, Parakramabahu, was unquestionably one 
of the outstanding patrons of Buddhism in this period. But this does 
not mean that he was not supportive of the Saiva religion. The fact 
that Brahmanas played an important role in the court rituals relating 
to various stages of the life of Parakramabahu as a prince indicates 
that he was associated with non-Buddhist religious practices. 
Although no direct evidence of his patronage of Saiva institutions 
has come to light, there is no reason to believe that he did not extend 
support to Saivism.'? 
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Sinhalese rule at Polonnaruva may be said to have come to an end 
with Parakramabahu. In fact, of all the rulers of Polonnaruva, only 
the first two, Vijayabahu I and his brother Jayabahu (who ruled only 
for about a year), were descended from Sinhalese families on both 
the paternal and maternal sides. Parakramabahu himself was the 
grandson of a Tamil prince and almost all his successors were from 
Kalinga. The two exceptions were Lilavati, a granddaughter of a 
Pandya prince, and Parakrama Pandya, a Tamil prince. All of them, 
it appears, patronized both Buddhism and Saivism, except the last 
one Magha, who is described in the chronicles as an anti-Buddhist. 


Of the successors of Parakramabahu I, Nissanka Malla (1187- 
1196) is better known for his patronage of Buddhism than any of the 
others. Although the Pali chronicle does not devote much attention to 
his reign, his numerous and elaborate epigraphic records help to gain 
some knowledge of his benefactions to Buddhist and Saiva 
institutions. A very colourful and boastful personality in Sri Lankan 
history, NisSanka Malla issued epigraphic records that in fact 
constitute ‘the largest number of inscriptions credited to any single 
monarch of the Island.” Most of these records have a lengthy 
historical introduction (prasasti, following the practice of south 
Indian kings. It is in this introduction that NisSanka Malla details his 
religious services in a bragging tone. 


Like most ambitious political leaders with some element of 
foreign ancestry and/or a different religious heritage from the one 
they embraced for political or other reasons, Nissanka Malla took 
strenuous efforts to present himself as a great defender of the religion 
he adopted. He went to great lengths to prove himself to be a better 
king of the Sinhalese than any Sinhalese ruler and a greater Buddhist 
patron than other Buddhist rulers before him. Often emphasizing that 
he belonged to the dynasty of Vijaya, the legendary founder of the 
Sinhalese ruling family, he declared himself to be the lord of Lanka 
‘by right of descent’ (parapuren himi).’| Though himself a foreigner, 
he urged his subjects not to choose Colas, Keralas or Pandyas as their 
rulers because they were non-Buddhists. 
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Though Nissanka Malla was opposed to non-Buddhist aspirants 
to the throne, he was by no means an enemy of Saivism. If we are to 
believe his boasts, his numerous benefactions included lavish gifts to 
Buddhist monks as well as Brahmanas. Among the many alms- 
houses he established were the Brahmana-satra at Polonnaruva and 
another at the south Indian Saiva temple of Ramesvaram.” An 
inscription of Nissanka Malla at this famous Saiva site refers to his 
activities there. The Brahmana settlement at Kantalay received his 
patronage.” There he visited the Parvati-satra (an alms-house named 
after the Saiva goddess Parvati or, more likely, after Nissanka ; 
Malla’s mother whose name. was Parvati Mahadevi), witnessed the 
distribution of alms and watched dancing and singing. On at least 
one occasion, he performed a Brahmanical ritual, the navagraha- 
sdnti (propitiation of the nine planetary gods). Although we have no 
information of his building a Saiva temple, an old temple in the 
Pandya kingdom was repaired by him (during one of his invasions) 
and renamed NissankeSvara, after his own name.” One thing is clear 
from all these claims — Nissaika Malla was a patron of both 
uddhism and Saivism. 


By 1200, the partnership in religion, between Saivism and 
Buddhism, had almost come to an end. With the death of Nissanka 
Malla, a period of political confusion and instability followed. 
Almost all the rulers at Polonnaruva for the next few years, until the 
fall of that great city in 1215, were foreigners but were supporters of 
Buddhism.” After Nissanka Malla, there was a rapid change of 
rulers and within a few years the glory of Polonnaruva came to an 
end. Both Buddhism and Saivism suffered in the chaotic conditions 
of the early decades of the thirteenth century. The eleventh and . 
(welfth centuries thus stand out as a period of very close relations 
hetween the two major religions — Buddhism and Saivism. 


Relations between Tamil Buddhism and 


Sinhalese Buddhism 
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This period constitutes another interesting chapter in the history 
of the very close relations that had existed between Tamil Buddhism 
and Sinhalese Buddhism for over a thousand years. After the 
religious conflicts of the 6"-10" centuries, at the beginning of the 
eleventh century, when Vaisnavism and Saivism had triumphed over 
the other religions, south India entered a period of religious peace. 
The religious policy of the Cola emperors indeed helped Buddhism 
to recuperate. Both Theravada and Mahayana continued to maintain 
their hold in some of the earlier centres of Buddhism. Though 
considerably reduced in numbers, Tamil Buddhists formed a 
significant community in some parts of Tamil Nadu and in Sri 
Lanka. The close relations with Sri Lanka and the presence of Tamil 
Buddhist establishments in the island seem to have been a source of 
inspiration to the Tamil Buddhists on the mainland. In addition, the 
very friendly relations of the Céla emperors with the Buddhist 
Sailendra rulers of Sri Vijaya, in Southeast Asia, undoubtedly helped 
to foster certain centres of Mahayana Buddhism, like Nagapattinam, 
in Tamil Nadu. Unfortunately, not much evidence of this Cae of 
Buddhism has survived in Tamil Nadu itself.”° 


It is from the historical sources preserved in Burma and Sri Lanka 
that we get useful information about the Tamil Buddhists of this 
period and later. The evidence preserved in the Pali chronicles and 
commentaries in Sri Lanka is worthy of special mention in this 
respect. If not for this body of Pali literature, one would not have 
known that Buddhism was very much alive among the Tamils in the 
period after the tenth century and that the Tamil Buddhist Sangha, 
particularly of the Cola kingdom, played an active role in the 
Buddhist world of that time.” 


The Pali Buddhist writings of the eleventh, twelfth and thirteenth 
centuries leave one in no doubt that the Buddhist Sangha continued 
to be active, even after the triumph of Saivism, in the three Tamil 
territories of south India, namely the Cola, Pandya and Tondai- 
mandalam (former Pallava) regions. In the Pandya kingdom, there 
were feudatory rulers who patronized Buddhism. Kanchi, in Tondai- 
mandalam, continued to be a centre of Theravada Buddhism. There 
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were centres of Theravada and Mahayana Buddhism in the Cola 

kingdom. What is most interesting is that the Theravada Sangha of 

the Cola kingdom in particular emerged into prominence with 

renewed vigour and was held in high esteem in the Buddhist world. | 
A ‘purification’ of this Sangha led to the Cola monks considering 

themselves to be even more orthodox than the Simhala Sangha, 

which was traditionally looked up to as the most orthodox of the 

Theravada Sanghas. Cola monks frequently visited Sri Lanka, some 

for their studies, and probably derived inspiration from leading 

Buddhist teachers there. 


A number of Cola monks are mentioned in the Buddhist writings 
of Sri Lanka as having gone over to the island for various purposes. 
A monk named Dipankara, for instance, went to study under the 
Sinhalese monk Ananda Vanaratana. Since he hailed from the Cola 
kingdom, he was known in the island as Coliya Dipankara.”’ Among 
the other important Cola monks who went to Sri Lanka, we get the 
names of Kassapa, Buddhamitta, Ananda and Anuruddha. Possibly 
Dhammakitti of Tambarattha also hailed from the Cola kingdom (if 
we take Tambarattha as a locality in that kingdom). Undeniably there 
were very close relations between the Cola monks and those of Sri 
lanka. As Leslie Gunawardana has concluded, “The co-operation 
between the sangha of South India and Sri Lanka produced 
important results which are-evident in the Pali works of this 
period.’”” 


The Theravada Sanghas of the two kingdoms seem to have been 
engaged in a friendly rivalry as to which one was more orthodox in 
iis practices and interpretations of the Buddhist scriptures. An 
instance of this is found in one of the writings of the Cola monk 
Kassapa. In his Pali work, Vimatti-vinodani, this Tamil monk 
provides interesting information about the rise of heretical views in 
the Cola Sangha and the consequent purification that took place 
here. A major controversy that raged between the heretics and the 
orthodox monks was over the consumption of liquor without intent 
or knowledge. In Tamil Nadu, a monk named Nagasena had 
propagated the view that only intentional consumption of liquor by a. 
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member of the clergy amounted to an offence. But the Cola 
Mahathera (Chief Monk) Buddhapiya suppressed such a view and 
‘purified’ the sasana (the Buddhist Order). When similar ‘heretical’ 
views with regard to the consumption of liquor were put forward in 
Sri Lanka in the twelfth century, the Céla monk Kassapa criticized 
the Sinhalese monks for this and claimed that such views had been 
rejected as unorthodox in the Cola kingdom by the leading monks 
there.” As Leslie Gunawardana says, ‘It is also evident from this that 
the South Indian monks claimed to be more orthodox than their 
counterparts from Sri Lanka’ during this period.*! There were, 
however, other instances where the Sinhalese monks felt that their 
interpretations were more in accordance with the Buddhist scriptures 
than those of their Cola counterparts. A work on the demarcation of 
ceremonial boundaries written by a Sinhalese monk claims that the 
views of the monks of the Cola kingdom were incorrect.*? Leslie 
Gunawardana sees the possibility of regional rivalry in the Pali 
writings of the Tamil and Sinhalese monks.** While this may be true, 
there is certainly no evidence of any hostility towards the Cola 
monks on the part of the Sinhalese monks. 


On the contrary, as Amaradasa Liyanagamage has clearly 
demonstrated, ‘Cola mahatheras like Dipankara and Kassapa, were 
held in high esteem in Ceylon, and nowhere in the record is the 
slightest insinuation that they hailed from an ‘enemy’ territory or that 
they belonged to a different racial group’.** Indeed the relations 
between the Tamil monks and the Sinhalese monks were so close 
that the latter sought the assistance of the former in times of political 
' turmoils. In the thirteenth century, when the Sinhalese Buddhist 
Sangha faced one of its worst crises with the fall of Polonnaruva, it 
was in the monasteries of the Tamil kingdoms that many Sinhalese 
monks found refuge and patronage. And when the Sinhalese king, 
Parakramabahu II (1236-1270) founded a new capital and set about 
organizing the administration, he found that the Buddhist Order was 
in need of ‘purification’. The Pali chronicle, Cii/avamisa, records: 

All the corrupt groups (of bhikkhus) who since the 
Interregnum lived only for their own desires, following 
forbidden occupations, with senses ever unbridled, he sought 
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out rigorously, dismissed them (from the Order) and thus 
purified the Order of the perfectly Enlightened One. Then 
the King sent many gifts to the Cola country and caused to 
be brought over to Tambapanni (Sri Lanka) many respected 
Cola bhikkhus who had moral discipline and were versed in 
the three Pitakas.> 


This last statement is perhaps the best tribute that a Sinhalese 
monk had paid to the Tamil monks. The activities of the Tamil 
Buddhist monks in the eleventh and twelfth centuries (as in the. 
centuries that followed) in Sri Lanka no doubt should be reckoned as 
the Tamil contribution to the achievements of Buddhism in this 
period. 


Military organization 


The mixed character of the population and the close co-operation 
between the Sinhalese and the Tamils were significantly reflected in 
the composition and organization of the armies of the Polonnaruva 
rulers. The Vélaikkarar, the Akampatiyar (Agampadi), the 
Virakkotiyar and other military communities continued to play an: 
important role in the wars of this period as in the period of Cola rule. 
These sections of the army were organized under Tamil officers with 
the designation Demaladhikara (Pali Damiladhikarin), a title that had 
come into vogue before Cdla rule. Without doubt the Polonnaruva 
monarchs heavily depended on these forces even to fight their south 
Indian foes. 


A powerful section of Vijayabahu’s army was the Vélaikkarar 
division. In all probability these soldiers were recruited locally or 
trom south India through the mercantile organizations. This division, 
however, caused serious problems for Vijayabahu when he attempted 
to launch an invasion of south India. The Vélaikkarar revolted 
against the king and burned down the royal palace, forcing 
Vijayabahu to flee the capital and take refuge in a rock fortress. This 
would show the extent to which the Vélaikkarar division was a 
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strong element of Vijayabahu’s army. They were later brought under 
control and the leaders punished.*° This incident, in which perhaps 
only a section of the Vélaikkarar was involved, did not seem to have 
shaken the trust that the Polonnaruva monarchs had in this Tamil 
military group. When Vijayabahu died. and the security of the 
Temple of the Tooth Relic was threatened, the institution was 
entrusted to the care of a Vélaikkarar division.*” 


It is known that the Vélaikkarar forces continued to be active in 
the period after Vijayabahu. In the twelfth century, there is a 
reference to a unit of the Vélaikkadrar called the Vikkirama 
Calamékan Narpatai.”* In his wars against Jayabahu, the 
Polonnaruva-based Vikramabahu probably used Vélaikkarar units 
along with others. Gajabahu did employ Vé@laikkdrar troops and 
faced some problems from them.” Parakramabahu, too, relied 
heavily on Vélaikkarar troops. Some of the important generals in 
charge of the Tamil troops are mentioned in the Pali chronicle. 
Among them are Malayarayara who led the Tamil troops of 
Parakramabahu on the western coast, DamiJadhikarin Rakkha who 
led a strong division against Queen Sugala in the south, and 
Damiladhikarin Adicca who commanded the expedition to Burma.” 
Clearly, both Tamil and Sinhalese soldiers contributed to the military 
achievements of the Polonnartuva rulers, particularly in the overseas 
campaigns of Parakramabahu I and Nissanka Malla. 


Architecture 


The splendour of the civilization of the island that marks out the 
period when Polonnaruva was the main capital rests largely on the 
achievements in the fields of architecture, sculpture and hydraulic 
engineering. In the same period, similar achievements took place in 
the kingdoms of south India. Inspiration and influences no doubt 
flowed from one area to another in this whole region. 


Writers on the architecture of this period have sometimes 
lamented that the Cola conquest ‘spelt doom to the building activities 
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of the Sinhalese Buddhists’ and that the ‘buildings which did not 
suffer wilful destruction at the hands of the Cola rulers thus suffered 
through neglect’.*' Wars always cause destruction and soldiers in 
times of conflict are not the greatest respecters of artistic creations. 
As Amaradasa Liyanagamage has pointed out, ‘it is very doubtful 
that the Colas or the Pandyas for that matter destroyed Buddhism 
with a persecutionist objective’. Referring to certain Sinhalese rulers, 
he has shown that ‘some of these Sinhalese kings were no second to 
the Colas and Pandyas...when they set out on a spree of plunder of 
monastic wealth’ (of the Buddhists in Sri Lanka).” Cola armies are 
known to have plundered temples in south India, too.” It is, 
therefore, difficult to establish whether the great monuments of 
Anuradhapura and other urban centres were wilfully destroyed. But 
once the Colas were in control, a new period of architectural activity 
began. : 


The eleventh and twelfth centuries will always be remembered as 
a period when some of the finest Saiva and Buddhist monuments 
were erected in the island by Sinhalese and Tamil artisans. A period 
of such co-operative achievement in architecture was not seen before 
or after this period. As seen earlier, in the period of Cola rule there 
was widespread construction of Saiva temples. From the remains of 
these structures still found in Polonnaruva, Padaviya and elsewhere, 
it could be said that these were all constructed in the Cola 
architectural style of that time. This would mean that a considerable 
number of Tamil artisans were employed to erect these temples. It is 
very likely that Sinhalese artisans were also used for this 
construction work. od 


Admittedly, Sinhalese architectural and sculptural traditions of 
the pre-Cola period continued well into the post-Cola period. 
Paranavitana, who has often highlighted the view that Sinhalese 
artisans were unable to practise their art when the Colas were in Sri 
Lanka, has himself expressed surprise at the continuation of their 
traditions after the end of Cola rule. Referring to the Temple of the 
Tooth (Atadigé) at Polonnaruva, the only monument in that city 
dating from the time of Vijayabahu I, he says: 
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When we study this building we are struck by the fact that, 
though it was one of the first edifices to be erected after an 
interval of nearly a century, during which the practice of 
monumental architecture had been in abeyance among the 
Sinhalese, it follows the older buildings at Anuradhapura not only 
in the methods of construction, but also in design and in the 
details of architectural mouldings.” 


It is very unlikely that for about a century Sinhalese artisans did 
not practise their art but that a new generation was able to continue 
the same tradition when Vijayabahu came to the throne. There is no 
reason why these artisans were not employed in the construction of 
monuments when the Colas were wielding power. The Saiva shrines 
built in the eleventh and twelfth centuries in the contemporary Tamil 
architecture, of course, bear ample testimony to the presence of 
considerable numbers of Tamil and other south Indian artisans in the 
island. While there is no visible evidence of Sinhalese architectural 
features in them, both Tamil and Sinhalese artisans may have been 
employed to erect these structures. Similarly, Tamil and other south 
Indian artisans would have been employed in the building of 
Buddhist monuments. 


There is, of course, literary as well as archaeological evidence 
indicating the participation of Tamil artisans in the building of 
various structures, secular and religious, in Polonnaruva. The Pali 
chronicle records that Tamil prisoners-of-war were used in the 
twelfth century to rebuild destroyed Buddhist monuments as well as 
to erect mew ones.” The ancient Ratanavaluka-cetiya 
(Ruvanvalisdya) was one of the monuments where the work of 
restoration was begun, using Tamil prisoners, in Parakramabahu’s 
reign. A new ambitious structure at Polonnaruva, according to the 
chronicle, was named Damila-thtipa (the Tamil stupa) ‘because it 
had been built by the Damilas who had been brought hither after the 
conquest of the Pandu kingdom.’*° Not only prisoners-of-war but 
also other skilled artisans brought over to the island by mercantile 
organizations would have been employed in these building 
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activities.’ ‘When there was a demand for their art’, as Paranavitana 
says, ‘it is likely that skilled workers came to Ceylon from the 
neighbouring continent where they must have been quite numerous 
at that time.’*® There were no doubt local Tamil artisans, too, who 
were employed for erecting religious as well as secular structures. 


In support of the view that Tamil skilled workers were employed 
in the construction of various monuments other than Saiva shrines, 
there is unmistakable epigraphic and archaeological evidence. In 
many of the buildings where they were employed, Tamil artisans 
have left their signatures in the form of Tamil letters used as masons’ ~ 
marks. Paranavitana, who conducted restoration work at Polonnaruva 
for several decades, has drawn attention to these masons’ marks.” 
The recent excavations at the Alahana Parivena, conducted under the 
UNESCO-sponsored Cultural Triangle Project, have also brought to 
light stone blocks with masons’ marks in Tamil.*° 


Testimony of greater significance for the joint work of Tamil and 
Sinhalese artisans comes in the form of the actual monuments 
created by them. While there is no doubt that earlier Sinhalese. 
architectural traditions continued into the eleventh and twelfth 
centuries, one cannot fail to see influences of contemporary Tamil 
architecture in some of the monuments of this period. Senake 
Randaranayake, the foremost authority on Sinhalese monastic 
architecture, has pointed out that the Thiparama Temple at 
Polonnaruva, which is ‘seemingly a product of the continuing 
Sinhalese traditions’, displays features of contemporary south Indian 
architecture. ‘In the design of the superstructure, however, with its 
four-faceted dome or Nagarasikhara and the row of kdfas and sdlas 
iilong the periphery of its roof, the Thtiparama is clearly related to 


the stone temples of Pallava, Calukya and Cola architecture’.”! 


Another Buddhist shrine, though not in Polonnaruva, that exhibits 
unmistakable features of Cola architecture is the Upulvan shrine, 
dedicated to the god Uppalavanna, in southern Sri Lanka. Built: 
entirely of stone like the temples of Tamil Nadu, the shrine is the 
uubject of some controversy in respect of its architectural style. 
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Senake Bandaranayake, who considers this structure to belong more 
likely to the period under diuscussion, has expressed the view that 
‘the temple appears to be a minor, provincial example of Dravida 


architecture’. 


Sculpture 


When it comes to the art of sculpture, it is generally 
acknowledged that this is a field in which distinctive traditions were 
deveoped in Sri Lanka, culminating in the achievements of the 10"- 
12" centuries. The peak of these achievements, it may be claimed, 
was reached in the eleventh and twelfth crenturies, the period which 
marks the height of the splendour of Sri Lankan civilization when 
Polonnaruva was the main centre of political authority. 


Once again, it could be argued, the achievements in this art were 
the result of the joint efforts of Sinhalese and Tamil sculptors. This 
will apply to both Buddhist and Saiva sculptures. It is well known 
that some of the finest Saiva bronzes of this period in the island have 
been unearthed in Polonnaruva, Anuradhapura and other urban 
centres. Similarly, some of the most exquisite Buddhist bronzes and 
stone sculptures at Polonnaruva attest to the heights reached by 
Buddhist sculpture in this period. 


Considerable attention has been focused on the Saiva bronzes 
discovered in Polonnaruva. Brought to light during excavations by 
H.C.P. Bell in 1907 and 1908, the first collection of Saiva images 
from Polonnaruva drew the attention of scholars, including the 
reputed critic of South Asian art in the last century, Ananda 
Coomaraswamy.”’ More Saiva bronze sculptures were discovered 
during further excavations in 1960, 1982 and 1984 in Polonnaruva as 
well as in Anuradhapura.™* The main sculptures are images of Siva as 
Nataraja, Siva as Somaskanda-mirti, Parvati, Sivakamasundari, 
GaneSa, Chandikesvara, Sundaramirti-nayanar and Karaikkal- 
ammaiyar. Of these, one of the Nataraja bronzes unearthed in 
Polonnaruva has been rated among the best examples of its type (see 
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Appendix Ill). The image of Somaskandamdrti has also drawn 
special attention. 


The Buddhist sculptures of this period are also classed among the 
best produced in the island. These reflect a continuation of the high 
standards achieved by the art of the sculptor in Sri Lanka from about 
the eighth century. Considering the heights attained by both Buddhist 
and non-Buddhist plastic art, it is not surprising that some critics 
have described the period from about the eighth to the twelfth 
century as ‘The Golden Age of Sculpture in Sri Lanka’ (van 
Schroeder). One cannot see any disruption in the practice of this art 
under Cola rule. There was, on the contrary, close interaction 
between Sinhalese and Tamil sculptors and there is no doubt that 
both groups contributed to the creation of Buddhist as well as Saiva- 
Vaishnava sculptures in this period. 


The developments in this art have to be viewed in the light of 
what was happening in south India. This was the period when 
sculpture reached great heights, with distinctive regional features, in 
different parts of south India. In the Tamil-speaking regions, almost 
completely under Cola rule, the artistic traditions developed under 
the Pallavas and the Pandyas in the seventh, eighth and ninth 
centuries were continued and taken to new levels. These traditions 
were common to both Saivism-Vaishnavism and Buddhism. By the 
beginning of the tenth century the conflict between Buddhism and 
Saivism-Vaishnavism had come to an end but it cannot be said that 
the former had disappeared from the south Indian scene.”° Just as a 
common architectural tradition was used for both Saiva-Vaishnava 
und Buddhist structures, south Indian sculptors adopted a common 
basic style with, of course, iconographic variations to suit the 
different religious images, in the creation of Saiva-Vaishnava and 
Buddhist icons. 

The political anatagonisms amongst the south Indian and Sri 
Lankan ruling families did not obstruct free interaction among 
artists. As a result of the religious conflicts of the eighth and ninth 
centuries, Tamil Buddhists from some parts of the Tamil kingdoms, 
ax discussed earlier, would have sought refuge in Sri Lanka, 
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especially in the centres where Tamil Buddhists were already living 
in considerable numbers. These centres were mainly in the 
northeastern region. And it is here that we see see notable influence 
of south Indian sculptural styles in the Mahayana Buddhist images of 
the ninth and tenth centuries. This would indicate the presence of 
south Indian sculptors as well as their interaction with local artists. 


Generally there has been a tendency to downplay the extent of 
this interaction, with statements such as: “Mahayana images of Sri 
Lanka show reminiscences of South Indian styles of the same 
period.”°’ Taken along with the evidence of Mahayana inscriptions 
in the south Indian Pallava-Grantha script, the Mahayana images 
discovered in Tiriyay and other centres along the eastern coast 
provide clear evidence of the presence of south Indian artists and of 
close interaction between them and the local artists. 


This interaction continued into the eleventh and twelfth centuries. 
Ulrich van Schroeder, who has made an in-depth study of the Sri 
Lankan sculpture of this period, has no reservations in accepting this 
view. ‘There can be no doubt’, he states, ‘that the Buddhist art of the 
Polonnaruva Period after the liberation [from the Colas] was much 
influenced by the art-styles prevailing mainly in South India...It is 
possible that artisans of South Indian origin were involved in the 
renaissance of Buddhist art in Sri Lanka in the late 11" and 12" 
century.’** 


If one views the sculptures of the eleventh and twelfth centuries 
in the background of the larger SISL region, one could move away 
from the stereotyped attitude of looking at Saiva bronzes as the 
product of Tamil sculptors and Buddhist images as the creation of 
Sinhalese artists. Ever since the discovery of the Saiva bronzes in 
Polonnaruva at the beginning of the last century, a controversy has 
raged as to whether these were imported from south India or locally 
made. Since they were non-Buddhist images and because they 
belonged to a tradition developed in south India, there has been a 
tendency to view them as foreign to Sri Lanka. But if we look at 
them as artistic creations in a geographic region where cultural and 


266 


economic interactions transcended political boundaries, we will see 
that there is no need to reject them as foreign to Sri Lanka. In recent 
decades there has been a change in this attitude. In the 1960s, C.E. 
Godakumbure argued that the Polonnaruva bronzes were made by 
Sri Lankan artists and, more recently, Sirinimal Lakdusinghe put: 
forward a strong case for a Sri Lankan school being responsible for 
these bronzes.” They were clearly Sri Lankan, reflecting the 
achievements of both Sinhalese and Tamil (and other south Indian) 
artists. The Australian scholar, Adrian Snodgrass, has pronounced 
this dispassionate judgement on this controversy: 


Rather than asking whether the Hindu bronzes unearthed in 
Sri Lanka were made by Sinhala or Tamil craftsmen, it is 
perhaps wiser at this stage of scholarly indecision simply to 
admire the Hindu images for their own intrinsic qualities, 
viewing them as Sri Lankan, since this is where they were 
unearthed, rather than as belonging to one group of artisans: 
or another. 


Just as the Tamil masons’ marks on bricks indicate the 
participation of Tamil craftsmen in the construction of non-Saiva 
buildings, there is at least a solitary Sinhalese inscription which. 
provides unequivocal evidence of Sinhala artists being involved in 
the creation of Saiva images. This valuable evidence seems to have 
been overlooked in this controversy. The inscription records a grant 
made by Gajabahu II, a great patron of Saivism, to an artisan named 
Dipera Rangidage Hinabi for making images of Skanda and other 
deities for the ceremony of /aksapiija. There is no better evidence 
than this to show that there were Sinhalese sculptors making Saiva 
images in Sri Lanka in the twelfth century.” ; 


Ilydraulic engineering 


b Of all the elements of the Sri Lankan civilization of the eleventh 
and twelfth centuries, perhaps the most magnificent was hydraulic 
engineering. The feats in this field not only gained a covetable place 
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for Sri Lanka among the ancient civilizations of the world but also 
provided the necessary cconomic basis without which the cultural 
achievements of the period would not have been possible. 
Unfortunately, this is one field in which the co-operative effort of 
both Sinhalese and Tamils has not been generally recognized. Once 
again, it was left to a scholar from outside, with an impeccable 
knowledge in the field and a high reputation, to see this. Joseph 
Needham, eminent Cambridge professor and historian of science, 
after studying the major irrigation technologies of the ancient world 
for his monumental work on the science and civilization of China, 
paid a rare tribute to the ancient Sri Lankan engineers when 
discussing one of the finest achievements in ancient hydraulics. He 
judged ‘that the achievements of the Indian civil engineers in ancient 
and medieval times are quite worthy to be compared with their 
Chinese colleagues’ but concluded that ‘it was never in India that the 
fusion of the Egyptian and Babylonian patterns achieved its most 
complete and subtlest form. This took place in Ceylon, the work of 
both cultures, Sinhalese and Tamil, but especially the former.’ The 
failure of many scholars to see this was largely due, it would appear, 
to viewing the irrigation works of the ancient Sri Lankans within the 
confines of the island rather than in the context of the larger region 
of SISL. 


In this respect, in recent decades one Sri Lankan historian has 
broken the trend and done commendable research in this field by 
widening his geographic area to include south India. Making an 
exhaustive study of the ancient irrigation works in Sri Lanka and 
Tamil Nadu, Leslie Gunawardana has sought to establish the nature 
and extent of the ‘intersocietal transfer of hydraulic technology’ 
between the two areas.~ Just as in the field of the arts, the 
achievements in Sri Lanka have to be viewed in the context of 
parallel developments in south India, it is important to assess the 
developments in hydraulic engineering in the backgound of the 
whole region of SISL. After all, the separate developments of more 
than a millennium in the field of irrigation technology in Sri Lanka 
and Tamil Nadu reached their peaks at the same time, in the eleventh 
and twelfth centuries, resulting in the creation of the largest human- 
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made reservoir in the world until modern times in Tamil Nadu, and 
the second and third largest reservoirs in the world in Sri Lanka.” 
These remarkable achievements in two adjoining geographic areas 
could not have been the result of completely independent 
developments. 


As seen earlier, the development of hydraulic technology in south 
India and Sri Lanka shared a common heritage. As the technology 
developed, there was interaction between the two areas. In this 
respect, Leslie Gunawardana’s preliminary observations are notable: 


It appears likely that, while the influence of South Indian 
irrigation technology spread to Sri Lanka in proto-historic 
times, there was a reverse flow, from Sri Lanka to South 
India, in historical times. It would seem that “interaction”, 
rather than “diffusion”, is a suitable term to describe this 
process...Each culture, it would appear, borrowed certain 
elements of hydraulic technology from the other, but, with 
regard to a crucial element of this technology [the sluice], 
preserved its own way of doing things, rejecting attempts at 
introducing an analogous method from the neighbouring 
culture. 


Though there is no direct evidence in the historical sources of Sri 
|.anka or south India with regard to interaction between the two areas 
in the field of hydraulic technology, a strong body of traditional 
myths relating to a Cola king named Karikalan and a Sinhalese ruler 
valled Gajabahu seems to preserve some historical information based 
on such interaction. The historical Karikalan was one of the Cola 
‘ulers mentioned in the Tamil Sangam poems and lived probably in 
the first or second century. Gajabahu was a ruler at Anuradhapura in 
the second century. The various versions of the Karikalan myths in 
south India have one thing in common, namely, that this Cola king 
was responsible for building dams and embankments connected with 
the Kaveri River. The Gajabahu myths of Sri Lanka have at their 
core the taking away of a large number of people from Sri Lanka as 
jisoners by a Cola ruler. Some of them state that these prisoners 
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were made to work at the Kaveri River, All of them credit Gajabahu 
with the feat of bringing the prisoners back to Sri Lanka."® Though 
these myths cannot be accepted as historically true, the strength of 
these myths and their persistence for centuries seem to indicate that 
such stories were based on movement of people, whether as 
prisoners or free persons, between south India and Sri Lanka for the 
purpose of employment in irrigation projects. In Leslie 
Gunawardana’s view, ‘it seems likely that the legend [about 
Gajabihu] reflects the opposition of Sri Lankan rulers to their 
subjects going to work on South Indian irrigation projects.”® Since 
the Pali chronicle refers to Tamil prisoners from the Pandya kingdom 
being brought to Sri Lanka to work on the restoration of Buddhist 
monuments, it would appear that there was the practice of using 
prisoners of war in public works. They may have been used in 
irrigation projects as these constituted some of the largest public 
works of the eleventh and twelfth centuries, especially in the reign of 
Parakramabihu I. 


The interactions between Sri Lanka and Tamil Nadu in the field 
of hydraulic engineering and the extent of the transfer of technology 
and the participation of Sinhalese and Tamil labour in the irrigation 
works of the two areas are matters that cannot be easily determined 
at present. Historians of science and technology may be able to find 
evidence of technological co-operation in the construction of the 
large reservoirs in south India and Sri Lanka. For the present, it 
would appear that at least Sinhalese labour and Tamil labour worked 
together in some of these constructions, as they did in the case of the 
architectural monuments. The eleventh and twelfth centuries 
indubitably marked the peak of the development of hydraulic 
technology that began in the EIA in the SISL region. This period saw 
the construction of the largest of all the reservoirs in Tamil Nadu and 
Sri Lanka. It is difficult to assume that the technological advances in 
this field in the two regions took place simultaneously without any 
interaction. When in every other field there was unmistakable 
interaction, it seems reasonable to conclude that the achievements of 
the two regions in hydraulic technology were the result of close co- 
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PLATE 18. 
Slab Inscription from Rajaraja-perumpalli, This is one of over fifteen 
Tamil inscriptions discovered among the ruins recording pious donations 
by Tamil Buddhist devotees. This is dated in the period of Cola mule. 
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PLATE 19, 
Proclamation in ‘Tamil issued by Parakramabahu |, Nuinativu, Jaffna 
District. This relies to forcign trade, particularly the trade in horses and 
elephants, 12" century. See p.273. 

Photo of estampage. Courtesy; Deparment of Archaeology. 


operation that enabled exchange of ideas as well as participation of 
skilled and unskilled labour in the hydraulic projects. 


Foreign Trade 


The economic prosperity of this period was also due in large 
ineasure to the expansion of commerce. While this was also a sphere 
in which both Sinhalese and Tamils jointly participated, the available 
evidence points to a greater involvement of Tamil mercantile 
organizations in the foreign trade of the island. The AiffiGrruvar and ~ 
their associates, who were already wielding much influence at the 
turn of the tenth century, continued to dominate the economic scene 
up to the end of the twelfth century. In addition, for the first time we 
yet information about a Muslim mercantile community identifiable 
as one of the forerunners of the later Tamil-speaking Muslim traders 
who controlled the ports along the west coast of Sri Lanka. 


As seen earlier, Tamil mercantile communities and their 
ssociates, including occupational groups and allicd commercial 
yroups from other south Indian ethnic communities, were very active 
in Sri Lanka in the eleventh century. An umbrella organization, 
usually referred to as the Ainfiirruvar, seems to have controlled 
most of these communities. In the twelfth century, their influence 
reached its peak and a number of records belonging to them have 
been discovered in several parts of the island, mainly in the northern 
half, 


The records of the Aififiirruvar are not dated and have been set 
up without even any reference to the reigning monarch. On 
pulacographical and other grounds most of them have been dated in 
the twelfth century. They are found mainly in places which were 
important interior market-towns at that time. Though records of the 
Ai\iOrruvar have not come to light so far in the major ports such as 
Mitoja and Gokarna, these merchants were no doubt quite active in 
ll the major ports. 
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The main centres where the inscriptions of the AififiQrruvar and 
their associates have been found are: Anuradhapura, Anaulundava, 
Padaviya, Polonnaruva, Vahalkada, Viharehinna, Budumuttava, 
Ylakkattu-eba, Ataragalla, Detiyamulla and Galtenpitiya.” The 
provenance of these records indicates a concentration in the 
northeastern part of the island. This may point to a dominance 


enjoyed by the Aififiirruvar in the northeastern ports o! 
Pallavavanka and Gokarna. 


Some light on the activities of the Aififitrruvar and other 
mercantile communities in Sri Lanka is thrown by south Indian 
inscriptions, too. Although these communities operated freely across 
political boundaries (somewhat similar to modern multinational 
companies), some of them or sections of them were apparently fully 
based in certain regions. 


One such group was the Tennilankai Valajiciyar (the Valaficiyar 
of Sri Lanka).” Although inscriptions of the Valaficiyar have been 
found in Sri Lanka, there is no reference to a group called Ten- 
ilankai Valaficiyar in these records. But at least two inscriptions 
referring to this group have been discovered in south India. These 
provide information about their activities in the Cola and Pandya 
kingdoms.” 


Another important mercantile group of this period, known only 
from south Indian inscriptions though active in Sri Lanka too, was 
the Afijuvannam (Aficuvannam). As already seen, this was a 
community of merchants with West Asian origins. Members of thi: 
community were active participants in the maritime trade of south: 
India and Sri Lanka. They were mainly Muslim by religion, although 
it is possible that there were also Jewish and other West Asian 
merchants among them. What is of greater interest is that the 
Afijuvannam could be reckoned among the forerunners of the Tamil- 
using (and later, if not at this time, Tamil-speaking) Muslim traders 
who were settled in considerable numbers in south Indian and Sri 
Lankan port-towns after the twelfth century. The Afijuvannam arc 
known to have been active in the ports of the Kerala, Pandya ani 
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Telugu. kingdoms as far north as the important port of 
Visakapattinam (Vishakapatnam) in the twelfth century. It is from 
two Telugu inscriptions found in Vishakapatnam that we get to know 
about an Afijuvannam group that had established itself at the Sri 
Lankan port of Matota.” The Afijuvannam, it would appear, were 
major participants in the lucrative West Asian trade. 


The dominance of the Tamil mercantile communities in the 
maritime trade of south India and Sri Lanka sems to have led to the 
use of Tamil as the language of trade in this region in the twelfth 
century. Apart from the records of these traders being written in 
‘Tamil, even a royal proclamation by a Sri Lankan king, relating to 
overseas traders, is in Tamil. Parakaramabahu I, the prosperity of 
whose reign depended to a considerable extent on overseas trade, 
issued a proclamation relating to merchandise from shipwrecks and 
this was inscribed in Tamil and set up at the northern port of 
Oratturai (known in modern times in English writings as Kayts). The 
proclamation refers specifically to traders who brought horses and 
elephants to the island. Clearly the horses were originating from 
West Asia and were in all probability brought by Muslim traders 
such as the Afijuvannam.” 


Although influential trading organizations controlled by Sinhalese 
merchants are not met with in the available sources, one cannot rule 
out their participation in the internal and external trade of the island 
it a time when there was a marked expansion in this area of 
economic activity. While the Pali chronicle provides considerable 
information about the building of irrigation works, very little is given 
about trade. However, in the detailed account of Paraékramabahu’s 
reign, there are references to the production of commodities 
collected for foreign trade and to valuable merchandise being sent in 
nhips. The reason for Parakramabahu’s naval expedition to Burma 
was, according to the chronicle, the unfavourable treatment accorded 
to the traders sent by Parakramabahu.” It would appear that 
Sinhalese traders also participated actively in the foreign trade of the 
inland. 
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That merchants from the Sinhalese kingdom, like — their 
counterparts from the kingdoms of south India, were involved in the 
lucrative trade with Southeast Asian states is evident from Javanese 


inscriptions found in Indonesia. These records provide lists of 


foreigners who were resident at the ports in Java. As early as the 
ninth century, traders from Sri Lanka appear to have been included 


in these lists. The earliest inscription with such a list is that of 


Kalirungan from Kedu in central Java, dated 883 CE. Among the 
foreigners in this list are those from a country whose name has been 
tentatively read as Singhala. A slightly later Javanese inscription, the 
Palebuhan charter of 927 CE, has the name Singhala in a preserved 
state. Sinhalese traders continued to participate in the Southeast 
Asian trade in the eleventh and twelfth centuries as well. The Cane 
inscription of 1021 from the Brantas region of east Java includes 
Singhala, along with Drawida (Tamil Nadu), in its list of countries 
from which traders had arrived. The Balawi inscription dated 1305 
has Singhala, along with Karnataka, in its list.’> There is, therefore, 
no doubt that Sinhalese traders, along with Tamil merchants, 
participated actively in the trade between South Asia and Southeast 
Asia in the eleventh and twelfth centuries. 


There is a very strong possibility that some Sinhalese traders were 
members of the Aififiirruvar community. Unfortunately, the only 
Sinhalese record of this community so far discovered is fragmentary, 
with only the preamble surviving.” As a result, it is not possible to 
ascertain from this record anything about Sinhalese traders in the 
organization. But the fact that some Aififiirruvar records were 
inscribed in Sinhalese is in itself significant. In south India the 
Aififilr6uvar set up public inscriptions in all the major south Indian 
languages and proudly made known their supralocal character, often 
describing themselves as Nanadesi (Persons from different 
countries). In such a context, the inclusion of Sinhalese traders in the 
Aififilrruvar community in Sri Lanka is only to be expected. The 
existence of another Sinhalese inscription of this period, though not 
of the Aififiirruvar, referring to the NanadeSi in Anuradhapura who 
were engaged in activities close to the Jetavanarama monastery, may 
lend support to the view that there were links between Sinhalese 
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traders and the Aififitirruvar.’’ Whether Sinhalese traders were part 
of the Aififtrruvar community or not, both Tamils and Sinhalese 
participated in the commercial expansion of this period and 
contributed to the achievements in this field. 


All told, then, it can be said that the eleventh and twelfth 
centuries constitute a period of remarkable achievements in various 
ficlds towards which the Sinhalese and the Tamils contributed. The 
period marked the culmination of a long process of evolution for 
both ethnic groups. Until about the end of the tenth century, it still. 
xccmed possible for a single ethnic group to emerge eventually. But 
the events from the end of the tenth century began to strengthen the 
Tamil element in the north, northwest and northeast. By the end of 
the cleventh century, it appeared that the process of two major ethnic 
groups evolving in the island could not be reversed. From the time 
Sinhalese rule was restored in the old Anuradhapura kingdom, a new 
spirit of harmony and co-operation created the right conditions for 
the efflorescence of a truly Sri Lankan civilization. 
| 


CONCLUSION 


By the end of the twelfth century, the Tamil element in the island 
was at its highest point. It was clearly dominant in the areas north 
and west of Anuradhapura and around Polonnaruva and east of it. In 
the areas south of Anuradhapura there were scattered settlements as 
lur as Kurunegala. Beyond that there were possibly some isolated 
settlements in market-towns, consisting mainly of Tamil traders and 
artisans associated with them. 


A complete bifurcation of the island into Tamil-speaking and 
Sinhala-speaking areas would have taken place only after 1200, 
especially with the fall of Polonnaruva and the establishment of a 
ncw centre of Sinhalese power in the southwest. The shift of the 
Sinhalese power-centre to areas south of Anuradhapura and 
Polonnaruva, a movement often referred to as the Drift to the 
Southwest, can only be seen as a retreat by the Sinhalese-Buddhist 
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group in its contest with the Tamil-Saiva group for assimilation of 
the rest of the island’s population. The Tamil group did not win the 
contest either. But the retreat of the Sinhalese ensured the 
consolidation of Tamil habitation in the north, northwest and 
northeast as well as the assimilation of all non-Tamil elements within 
that region. 


Untill about 900 there was always the possibility of the Tamil- 
speaking population getting assimilated into the Hela majority. But 
the rise of Cola power and the dominance of south Indian mercantile 
communities as well as the strong influence of Saivism worked 
against such a possibility becoming a reality. Not only did these 
factors lead to a rapid increase in the Tamil population of the island, 
they also set in motion a process of assimilating Hela elements into 
the Tamil population in the heart of the former Anuradhapura 
kingdom. 


This process continued for centuries after the fall of Polonnaruva. 
In the seventeenth century, when Robert Knox the English prisoner 
in the Kingdom of Kandy made his escape through Anuradhapura 
into the Dutch-occupied northwest, he found that, fluent though he 
was in Sinhala, he could not converse with the inhabitants of the 
Anuradhapura region as the people there spoke ‘the Malabar 
language’ (Tamil). When he managed to communicate to them 
through sign language about his plight, they exclaimed, “Tombrane” 
(Tamil, tampirané, meaning ‘Oh, God’), with amazement. Even the 
rendering of the name Anuradhapura by Knox as Anarodgburro, is 
obviously from the colloquial Tamil form Anrajapuram/ 
Anracapuram, still current among Sri Lankan Tamils. Knox, in fact, 
clearly states that the Territory of Anarodgburro is inhabited by 
Tamils: 


It is a vast great plain, the like I never saw in all that 
Island...This plain is encompassed round with woods, and 
small Towns among them on every side, inhabited by 
Malabars, a distinct people from the Chingulayes.” 
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In the nineteenth century, British colonial officers had a similar 
observation to make, 


For the Sinhalese, too, their retreat ensured the consolidation of 
Sinhalese habitation in the southern half of the island and the 
assimilation of non-Sinhalese elements within that region. As 
Anuradhapura and Polonnaruva were abandoned forever, a thick belt 
of jungle separated the Tamil north from the Sinhalese south and, 
what is more, provided a buffer against any further political 
interruptions in the form of invasions from south Indian empires. 
Relations with south India, however, were not interrupted. 
Migrations from south India continued but the migrants were soon 
assimilated into the Sinhalese ethnic group whose language and 
religion did not face any threat until the arrival of the Europeans. 
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EPILOGUE 


“Historians should not write only for other historians.” Eric 
Hobsbawm, 2002: 282. 


Two inspiring lines from Kipling’s immortal ‘If? urged me on and 
helped me to complete this task: 


(If you can) ... watch the things you gave your life to, broken, 
And stoop and build ‘em up with worn-out tools. 


I have watched what I gave my life to, being broken, and twenty 
years later I have tried to build something with worn-out tools. With 
poetic brevity and imagery, the Nobel laureate’s lines describe my 
work in the last three years that has resulted in this book. I intended 
to write this many years ago when I was in Sri Lanka. Some of the 
main ideas presented in this book formed the subject of a series of 
popular articles in the press in 1969.' I have waited long to write this 
book and now accomplished it in a distant land. Looking back, the 
distance in time and space has been worthwhile. 


Those who have read the whole book may turn round and ask, 
“Has this writer said anything new?” I do not claim to have said 
anything new. What IJ have stated is what was already there, what 
some respected scholars have said, what many have forgotten, what 
some have chosen to ignore. If I may borrow the words of that great 
art critic and leading expositor of the Philosophia Perennis in the last 
century, Ananda Coomaraswamy, ‘what I have sought is to 
understand what has been said’.? Unlike that savant who was 
referring to what has been said in the perennial Tradition, I have 
sought to understand what the more mundane archaeological and 
literary materials have to say and the interpretations of reputed 
scholars. , 


This book is written for the purpose of drawing attention to some 
of the important aspects of Sri Lanka’s distant past. It is written fo. 
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the Sri Lankan audience and for this reason detailed notes and 
quotations have been included, as articles in international journals as 
well as foreign publications are not easily accessible to the average 
reader. It is for the same reason that a Glossary and Apendices have 
been added. 


In this book, the narration of the historical developments leading 
to the emergence of two separate ethnic identities ends in 1200. But 
the story does not end there. The dialogue between the two major 
ethnic groups in Sri Lanka continues into the centuries that follow. 
The dawn of the thirteenth century marks the beginning of the 
political separation of the two groups. Most of the non-Sinhalese 
elements in the population of the island came to be concentrated in 
the north, while most of the Sinhalese were confined to the south. 
The forces that held power in the north aspired to the overlordship of 
the entire island and did not consider themselves to be ruling a 
smaller kingdom in the area under their control. The forces in the 
south, too, claimed to be ruling the whole island. The King of Lanka 
(‘Ten-ilaftikai-k-kdn) was one of the epithets applied to rulers in the 
north while Lord of Lanka (Lankesvara) continued to be one of the 
titles used by the rulers in the south. 


While the rulers of the north and the south claimed to rule the 
whole country, although they were de facto rulers of separate 
kingdoms, the Tamils of the north and the Sinhalese came to be 
isolated from each other. A stretch of jungle that covered the ancient 
cities of Anuradhapura and Polonnaruva right across the middle of 
the island separated the Tamils of the north from the Sinhalese. 
Migrations from south India, however, continued unabated bringing 
not only Tamils but also Keralas and other south Indians to the north 
and the south. There is absolutely no evidence of enmity between the 
Sinhalese people and the Tamil people in the centuries after the fall 
of Polonnaruva, although there were occasions when the Tamil and 
Sinhalese rulers invaded each other’s territory. 


The close relations between the Tamils and the Sinhalese in the 
Sinhalese kingdom up to the beginning of European colonial rule are 
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to be seen in many areas of activity. Perhaps the one area in which 
such relations were never to be scen again is religion. Nevertheless, 
Theravada Buddhist monks from the Cola kingdom continued to 
have close connections with the Buddhist establishments in the 
Sinhalese kingdom.’ As already mentioned, ‘many respected Cola 
bhikkhus who had moral discipline and were versed in the three 
Pitakas’ were invited by the Sinhalese ruler Parakramabahu II in the 
thirteenth century to strengthen the Buddhist Order in his kingdom.° 
One of his successors in the next century, Parakramabahu IV (1302- 
1326), paid a high tribute to the Cola Sangha by appointing to the 
respected office of Royal Teacher (raaguru) ‘a Grand thera from the 
Cola country, a self-controlled man, versed in various tongues and 
intimate with philosophic works.’® 


Saivism continued to be practised in the Sinhalese kingdom. 
Saiva temples were venerated in many places predominantly settled 
by Sinhalese Buddhists. Two of the most venerated temples 
dedicated to: Siva were the Nagarisa-kovil at Devinuvara (the 
southernmost point in the island) and Munnisvaram at Chilaw (on 
the western coast). An officer in the service of Vijayabahu VI (1513- 
1521) was a patron of the former while Parakramabahu VI (1412- 
1467) was a patron of the latter shrine.’ There was another Siva 
temple just outside the capital city of Kotte in the fifteenth century.® 
In the next century, a Sinhalese king, Rajasinha I, became a convert 
to Saivism and built a Saiva temple, the Berendi-kovil, at his capital, 
Sitawaka.” 


From the thirteenth to the nineteenth century, the arts of the Tamil 
country came into intimate contact with those of the Sinhalese 
kingdom, both at the elite and folk levels, resulting in an interesting 
cultural dialogue:that helped to shape the late medieval arts of the 
Sinhalese. This dialogue relates especially to dance, music and 
drama. Ediriweera Sarachchandra has shown how two of the 
traditional forms of Sinhalese music, Vannam and Viraha, and two 
of the major genre of Sinhalese folk drama, Nadagama and Kolam, 
arose as a result of contact with Tamil music and folk theatre.'° In a 
kingdom where Buddhism influenced the life of the people, ‘song 
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and dance could not form a part of Buddhist worship in the way in 
which these arts formed part of, for example, Hindu worship’.'' But 
non-Buddhist court rituals and village folk rituals allowed room for 
the arts of song, dance and drama to be fostered. Tamil artistes were 
able to provide the inspiration for these arts well into the early 
modern period. : 


The classical dance form fostered in the royal courts and temples 
of the Tamil country, better known by its Sanskrit name Bharata 
Natya, had already arrived in Sri Lanka in the eleventh century.|” 
Possibly it was performed in the Sinhalese courts at Polonnaruva in” 
the twelfth century. King Nissaika Malla watched dance 
performances at Saiva institutions.'? From the thirteenth century, it 
was clearly an art appreciated by the elite. ‘Evidence from sculpture 
and painting’, as Sarachchandra argues, ‘strengthens the view that 
isharata Natyam constituted the entertainment of royalty and the lay 
clite’."* | 

As in the eleventh and twelfth centuries, architecture continued to 
be an art where influence of Tamil artisans made an impact on 
secular as well as religious buildings in the new capitals. The 
archaeological remains in these sites bear witness to this. At 
Yapahuva, one of the capitals in the thirteenth century, the remains 
of what is assumed to be the royal palace show features that, in the 
words of Paranavitana, ‘differ from corresponding features in 
Sinhalese buildings of earlier periods, and are clearly derived from 
contemporary Dravidian schools in South India’.’” This structure 
demonstrates the continuing presence of Tamil architects in the 
Sinhalese kingdom and the ways in which late medieval Sinhalese 
architecture received new influences. 


In the fourteenth century, artisans versed in the south Indian 
Vijayanagara style of architecture built two impressive Buddhist 
structures which still stand at Gadaladeniya and Sinduruvana, in the 
central highlands. Described by Paranavitana as the ‘most 
outstanding architectural monuments of the period’ (thirteenth to the 
fitteenth century), they were created by south Indian architects 
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whose names are preserved in Sinhala inscriptions at the two sites.'° 
The chicf architect of the Gadaladeniya temple was Gantsvara 
Acarya while the architect of the Lankatilaka temple at Sinduruvana 
was Sthapati Rayar. The mingling of Tamil and Sinhalese 
architectural features continued over the ensuing centuries with the 
Nayakkar style being adopted for various elements of the structures 
erected under the Kotte and Kandyan rulers. In the eighteenth 
century, Devendra Miilacirya was one of the architects who 
introduced some of these elements into a few of the Kandyan 
structures. 


Architecture and sculpture are inseparable in traditional art. If one 
looks for sculptures in the style cultivated by Tamil artisans in the 
thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, one will find them in the 
architectural monuments. At Yapahuva, for instance, are to be seen 
some fine examples of relief sculptures of dancers and musicians 
revealing south Indian influence. In the later Kandyan buildings, too, 
stone doorways have relief sculptures of dancers and musicians as 
well as the figure of Gajalaksmi.'” 

The status of the Tamil language in the Sinhalese kingdom in the 
pre-colonial period would be an eye-opener to many. Where 
necessary, Sinhalese kings or other authorities used the Tamil 
language for their epigraphic records. In the fourteenth century, a 
record inscribed in Sinhala on the walls of the Lankatilaka Temple 
was provided with a full Tamil translation on the same walls, as if 
setting an example to future rulers of the country. This Tamil 
inscription, incidentally, is the longest Tamil epigraph in the island. 
What is even more interesting is the teaching of the Tamil language 
in the Buddhist pirivenas (religious schools). Some of the products 
of these institutions who became leading scholar monks were well- 
versed in Tamil. Perhaps the most reputed among them was 
Totagamuveé Sri Rahula who quoted from Tamil writings in his 
commentaries.'® Another Sinhalese monk, as Leslie Gunawardana 
points out, ‘spoke proudly of his ability to preach in both Sinhala and 
Tamil’.'? One Sinhalese poet, who obviously felt very proud of his 
knowledge of Tamil (and other languages), even went to the extent 
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of snecring at those who were not fortunate like him to acquire such 
language skills”? In such an atmosphere, it would appear that 
Sinhalese monarchs extended their patronage to Tamil poets, too, 
just as they did to Sinhalese poets. Parakramabahu IV (1302-1326) 
was the patron of the Tamil poet, Pocaracar, who composed his work, 
Caracotimalar, at the behest of the king and presented it to the king’s 
court.’ Gunawardana draws attention to a line in the Sinhala poem, 
Kokila Sandesaya, according to which ‘poems composed in Sinhala, 
Tamil, Pali and Sanskrit were recited at the court of Parakramabahu 
VI’. As is widely known, Tamil was used in the court of the last 
kings of Kandy (early in the nineteenth century). When the British ~ 
finally conquered the Kingdom of Kandy in 1815, the treaty they 
entered into with the Sinhalese chiefs shows the signatures of some 
of them in Tamil. Even before this, as Gunawardana has stated, ‘It is 
particularly interesting to note that some leading Sinhala officials in 
the Kandyan kingdom used the Grantha and the Tamil scripts in their 


signatures’.”° 


It was not all one way in the area of language and literature. 
There were also Tamils who showed their skills in the Sinhala 
language. The Tamil Buddhist monks who came to reside in the | 
monasteries of the Sinhalese kingdom in the thirteenth and _ 
fourteenth centuries were probably versed in Sinhala as much as they 
were in Pali, although their literary output was in the latter language. 
In the fifteenth century, we hear of a Tamil Buddhist poet named 
Nallurutunu-mini who wrote the Sinhalese work Namavaliya 
(usually called the Purapa-ndmavaliya). He is generally identified as 
Nallurutunayan, the son-in-law of King Parakramabahu VI.” 


It was not only learned monks, skilled artisans and accomplished 
‘urtistes who were moving into the Sinhalese kingdom from south 
India. Ordinary people came in notable numbers to provide various 
services or to fulfil diverse needs or to escape from social and 
economic pressures in their villages. A study of Sinhalese folk 
literature, as done by the literary scholar Hevawasam and the 
anthropologist Obeyesekere, shows the extent to which there was 
interaction between Sinhalese villagers and south Indian folk ritual 
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specialists.2> Using ‘indirect historical and sociological data’, 
Obcyesekere has ‘made a strong case for Buddhist migrations from 
South India’. To this renowned anthropologist, the ‘cultural data in 
Sri Lanka leaves no doubt that migrations occurred’. Using the 
evidence of folk literature and rituals extensively, he has argued that 
there were notable migrations of mendicants, merchants and folk 
specialists from south India to the Sinhalese kingdom.”° 


There were also other ordinary people who migrated to perform 
economic functions. It is well known that the origin of some of the 
major castes in the Sinhalese society is to be traced to such 
migrations from south India. In the fourteenth century, when the 
lucrative trade in cinnamon began to expand, the Sinhalese kings 
encouraged members of the Tamil Ca@/ryar (weavers) caste to 
migrate. In time, this community became the caste of cinnamon- 
peelers and was absorbed into the Sinhalese population as a service 
caste with the name of Salagama.”' As Gunawardana has stated, 
‘there were several waves of immigration which brought not only 
linguistic groups like Demala, Malala, Kannada and Doluvara (Tulu) 
from south India but also the Javakas from south-east Asia’, and 
these ‘groups of immigrants who originally spoke different 
languages came to be absorbed into the two main linguistic groups in 
the island’.”* 


The result of all this interaction was a mingling of peoples that 
led some to caution those who talked about ‘racial’ purity or 
exclusivity or superiority in modern times. Prof. K.W. 
Goonewardene, while endorsing the view that “ ‘Sinhala’ had 
become an umbrella-like term giving shelter under to persons of 
diverse linguistic origins”, quotes a cautionary statement by W.A. de 
Silva, made early in the twentieth century. Analysing the evidence of 
the class of Sinhala writings called vittipot, de Silva pointed out that 
one vittipota states that from very early times the island was 
colonised by people from all parts of India who mixed freely to form 
one nation. Concluding his analysis, de Silva added: ‘Therefore those 
inhabiting this Sinhala (country) should not say that they belong to 
some one particular family or race.’” 
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The story of ethnic interaction becomes even more interesting 
after the fall of Polonnaruva because of the emergence of a third 
major group, namely the Muslims. Their origins go back to the West 
Asian as well as Indian Muslim trade settlements at the ports and 
market-towns of the island. These Muslim traders, it must not be 
forgotten, married local women and, therefore, their descendants 
share the ancient ancestry of the Sinhalese and Tamils. Since the 
Malay soldiers and the Portuguese who came later did not bring their 
womenfolk with them but married locally, the Malay and Burgher 
communities, too, share the ancestry of the others. 


Anyone turning such a fascinating story of ethnic interaction in a 
hospitable island with an exceptionally long record of human 
habitation into a woeful tale of communal conflict and confrontation 
is surely misinterpreting history for whatever purposes it may be. In 
this enthralling story, the myth of the monocultural, monolingual 
people who migrated from some part of north India to settle in the 
island of Lanka, where only demons lived, confronts the historical 
reality of prehistoric communities who received new cultural and 
linguistic influences from the subcontinent that set in motion the 
evolution of the people of modern Sri Lanka. Out of the complex 
interplay of cultures, languages and religions, there emerged the 
modern ethnic groups. 
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GLOSSARY 


Alvars: Vaishnava saints belonging to the Bhakti movement in Tamil 
Nadu. 

Austroasiatic: This is the language family to which the major 
laqnguages of mainland Southeast Asia belong. There are two sub- 
families: Mon-Khmer (about 80 languages) and Munda (about 16 
languages). The Austroasiatic language stock is considered to be a 
substratum for all Southeast Asian languages. 

Austronesian: This is a large language family in which there are 
about 1200 languages (about a fifth of the world languages). It is- 
spoken virtually in all the islands of Southeast Asia, as well as in 
Melanesia, Polynesia and the Indian Ocean island of Madagascar. 
Before Present (BP): Before 1950 CE. Any time scale in years has 
to be counted from a fixed point in time. Scientists who calculate 
dates using radioactive methods have preferred to use a neutral 
international system that is not associated with any sectarian system 
like the Christian calendar. Choosing to count years back from the 
present (BP = Before Present), they take BP to mean ‘Before 1950’. 
The year 1950 is the firm fixed point for this calculation. This is the 
approximate year when the first radioactive method, namely 
radiocarbon dating, was established by the scientist Willard Libby. 
(Renfrew and Bahn 1996: 112, 132) 

Cetiya: Pali, from the Sanskrit caitya, meaning a shrine or religious 
building. 

Chiefdom: ‘A term used to describe a society that operates on the — 
principle of ranking, i.e. differential social status. Different lineages 
are graded on a scale of prestige, calculated by how closely related 
one is to the chief. The chiefdom generally has a permanent ritual 
and ceremonial center, as well as being characterized by local 
specialization in crafts.’ (Renfrew and Bahn 1996: 540) 

Common Era: The same as the Christian Era. The names Common 
I'ra (CE) and Before the Common Era ABS) do not have any 
sectarian association. 

Ilolocene epoch: The period of warmer climate, the second epoch of 
the Quaternary Period, after the Pleistocene Epoch, beginning 
approximately 10,000 years ago and continuing to the present. 
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Interglacial: The name given to the warmer interludes separating the 
four major glacials or periods of glacial advance in the Ice Age. 

Iron Age: This term was first used in the nineteenth century by the 
Danish scholar C.J. Thomsen when he proposed the Three Age 
System (Stone Age, Bronze Age and Iron Age). Archaeologists 
found this to be a convenient conceptual device offering a 
framework for studying the past. The Iron Age covers different 
periods in different countries. 

Lineage: A group that claims descent from a common ancestor. 
Nayanars: Saiva saints belonging to the Bhakti movement in Tamil 
Nadu. 

Pleistocene epoch: The name given to the Ice Age when large parts 
of the earth’s surface were covered with ice. This epoch began about 
two to three million years ago and lasted till about 10,000 years ago. 
Prakrit: This name refers to a number of languages and dialects 
spoken in South Asia about 2000 years ago and of which we have 
record from about the sixth century BCE. These languages were 
lineal descendants of Old Indo-Aryan (Sanskrit) and belong to the 
Middle Indo-Aryan group. In Sanskrit, prakrta refers to what the 
Indian linguist S.M. Katre has defined as the “natural languages of 
the ‘people’ uncontrolled by the normative rules of grammarians...as 
opposed to Sanskrit, the refined language of the gods and the 
learned.” (Quoted in Sjoberg 1992: 518) 

Quaternary Period: Geologists use a Geologic Time Scale which 
organizes all of Earth history into blocks of time. The largest time 
span on this scale is the eon. Eons are subdivided into eras, eras into 
periods and periods into epochs. The Quaternary Period is the second 
period of the Cenozoic Era, beginning two to three million years ago 
and continuing to the present time. 

Radiocarbon dating: ‘Radiocarbon is the single most useful method 
of dating for the archaeologist’. Radiocarbon from the atmosphere is 
passed on uniformly to all living things through carbon dioxide. 
When a plant or animal dies, the uptake of radiocarbon stops and the 
concentration of radiocarbon begins to decline through radioactive 
decay. The decay takes place at a regular rate which has been 
estimated to be 5730 years for half the radiocarbon in any sample to 
decay (its half-life). The age of dead plant or animal tissue could be 


296 


calculated by measuring the amount of radiocarbon left in a sample. 
(Rentrew and Bahn 1996; 132) 

Sanskritisation: This term is used here in place of ‘Indianisation’, 
‘Hinduisation’ and ‘Aryanisation’ that were widely used in earlier 
historical writings on South and Southeast Asia to refer to the spread 
of elements of Indian culture. ‘Indianisation’ has a tinge of © 
colonialism in its connotation while ‘Aryanisation’ smacks of 
racialism. ‘Hinduisation’ has a religious association. What these 
terms have been used to refer to is basically a cultural dialogue 
through which various elements of the culture that developed in 
north India in the first millennium BCE spread to other parts of” 
South Asia and then to Southeast Asia. As the French scholar G. 
Coedes has defined it, this process ‘must be understood essentially as 
the expansion of an organized culture that was founded upon the 
Indian conception of royalty, was characterized by Hinduist or 
Buddhist cults, the mythology of the Puranas, and the observance of 
the Dharmasastras, and expressed in the Sanskrit language.’ (Coedes 
1968: 15-16). It was essentially a cultural influence that spread 
among the elite in the chiefdoms of peninsular India, Sri Lanka and 
Southeast Asia. The chiefs adopted and adapted various elements, 
including Sanskrit names and titles, the practice of appointing 
rahmana advisers (purohita), Brahmanical court rituals, linkage of 
their lineages with north Indian mythical and epic heroes, worship of 
Brahmanical deities or the Buddha, and the use of the Sanskrit 
language and Prakrits. Trade with north India played an important 
role in the spread of this culture. The term Sanskritization has _ 
cultural and linguistic connotations, free from any colonial or racial 
bias, and is, therefore, preferred as the most suitable of the terms 
used so far by scholars to describe this process. The eminent Indian 
sociologist, M.N. Srinivas, has used this term to refer to the process 
of social mobility in modern India through which “‘lower’ castes 
which have become prosperous or powerful or educated like to assert 
their claim to a higher place in the hierarchy by taking on a new 
name and by Sanskritizing their ritual” (M.N. Srinivas, 1992, On 
Living In A Revolution and Other Essays, OUP Delhi: 119). 
Scgmentary society: This is used in place of the term ‘tribe’ which 
is considered by some scholars to be rather vague. ‘Tribe’ implies a 
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larger grouping of smaller units and ‘carrics with it the assumption 
that these communities share a common ethnic identity and self- 
awareness, which is now known not generally to be the case. The 
term “segmentary society” refers to a relatively small and 
autonomous group, usually of agriculturists, who regulate their own 
affairs: in some cases, they may join together with other comparable 
segmentary societies to form a larger ethnic unit or “tribe”; in other 
cases, they do not.’ (Renfrew and Bahn 1996: 169) 
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APPENDIX 1 
A Note on Ijlam (Coconut) 


An ancient Tamil word for coconut is iam. The element i/a is 


‘found in several archaic or old Tamil words. All of them may be 


ultimately associated with Ilam, the name of Sri Lanka. In that sense, 
the occurrence of the word j/am for coconut may also be in some 
way connected with the history of coconut. This palm is native to 
Southeast Asia and researchers now seem to think that it is from 
there that the palm was introduced to the Pacific islands where it is - 
found in abundance today. Without doubt the coconut was 
introduced to Sri Lanka from Southeast Asia, possibly earlier than its. 
introduction to the Indian mainland. The names given to coconut in 
Tamil appear to confirm this. 


While most of the Indian languages use the word ndrikela or its 
derivatives for coconut, the names given for this nut in Sinhala and 
Tamil are different. In Sinhala it is known as pol (which is surmised 
to be of Austroasiatic origin'). In modern Tamil, the words fennaf 
and fenna-maram are used for the palm. Another word, teiku, occurs 
in literature. The word for the nut, ‘éfka, may be derived from 
teiku. The root of these seems to be fen, meaning south. 7egna- 
maram literally means ‘the tree of the south’ or ‘the tree from the 
south’ (cf. tennavan = He of the South, and tennakk6n = King of the 
South, both meaning the Pandya king). Teriku is a variant of ferku 
(=south) and occurs in the early Tamil Brahmi inscriptions. 7eriku- 
maram would also mean ‘the tree of the south’ and ¢érkai (coconut) 
would originally have been feviku-ka, the fruit of feriku (cf. 
milaku+ kai = milakai). \t is not difficult to infer that the palm 
introduced from the island in the south (Sri Lanka) or first known as 
a tree found in the island to the south of the Tamil land acquired the 
name fenna-maram. Though not in vogue now, more than a thousand 
years ago, possibly about two thousand years ago, there was also 
another word in Tamil for coconut and that was ffam. Just as tenna- 
maram was a name given to the palm on account of its place of 
origin (insofar as south India was concerned), ifa-maram may have 
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been used in the sense of ‘the tree from Ilam’ (Sri Lanka). /ak-kar 
would then be the nut and f/fa-nir (i/a water) the water in its kernel 
(scientifically termed coconut milk). /a@-nir has, however, survived 
to this day in the corrupted (or original?) form i/a-nir and is 
commonly understood as ‘tender water’. But it should be noted that 
this term is used not just for the water of the young or tender coconut 
but for the water of any coconut, tender or mature. And what is 
more, it is used exclusively for the water in the coconut. It must 
have, therefore, been originally Zanir (coconut water). On the other 
hand, i/anir may have been the original form, since the forms i/a 
(identified with i/a) and i/a (possibly an alternative form) occur in the 
earliest Tamil-Brahmi inscriptions (see p.124 for a discussion of 
these words). 


More than a thousand years ago, the name [lavar was used in 
Tamil to refer to the caste associated with climbing the coconut palm 
(a specialized occupation in Sri Lankan and South Indian societies). 
Until modern times, in Kerala as well as in Tamil Nadu, the caste of 
coconut-climbers have been called Ilavar and, particularly in Kerala, 
their traditions refer to their original home as Sri Lanka. In the name 
Ilavar, too, the association of Ila with coconut is significant. The 
earliest occurrence of this caste name is in the Tamil inscriptions of 
the ninth century (such as the Velurpalaiyam Plates of Nandivarman 
II and the Sthanu Ravi Plates from Kerala). About the same time, in 
Tamil epigraphy one comes across the words Ilam (coconut), Ilam- 
pitci (a tax on coconut), Ilam-puficey (possibly land where coconut 
was grown, although in later times it seems to refer to the Tlavar 
caste), Ilac-céri (section of a village where the caste of Ilavar 
resided) and Ilac-canran (presumably a prominent member of the 
Ilavar caste). 


Ilam also acquired another meaning in Tamil, presumably in the 
time of the Cola empire. This new meaning was ‘gold’, derived from 
a gold coin from Sri Lanka known as IJak-kacu (the Sri Lanka coin) 
that had gained currency in south India. The comment of Nilakanta 
Sastri on this subject is worthy of note: 


300 


The standard k4su, moreover, derived ultimately from Ceylon 
which had a more ancient and continuous currency tradition than 
the Cola kingdom which came up in the ninth and tenth centuries. 
The ifak-kasu, Ceylon kasu, which was also half-a-ka/afju of the 
fineness of the mada, was current in the island as early as the 
seventh and eighth centuries; it is also mentioned in Cola 
inscriptions from about A.D. 937 in the reign of Parantaka I 


Since the Makkacu was a gold coin, the word i/am also came to be 
used for gold. This is comparable to the way in which other words _ 
came to be adopted in Tamil for gold from the names of gold 
currency in later times. For instance, the gold coin Tanka paved the 
way for the use of fattkam as a word for gold. In the time of British 
rule, the English Pound introduced another word in Tamil for gold, 
namely pavup, which is still in use (sometimes in a tautological 
compound faka-pavun). Besides the //akkacu, there was also 
another coin from Sri Lanka, the //akkarusikacu that was in use in 
the Cola kingdom. 


Although it may be debatable whether the name i/am (or its root 
of which we do not know anything) for coconut came first or 
whether it was first applied to an ethnic group in the island (or even 
the island itself), it seems likely that the Tamil word for coconut 
came later. 


1. Prof. D.E.Hettiarachchi in UCHC, 1, 1:36; P.C.Bagchi, 
1929, Pre-Aryan and Pre-Dravidian in India: xxviii 
(Calcutta). 

2. Nilakanta Sastri 1955: 617. 
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APPENDIX II 
A Note on the Vélaikkarar 


One of the significant sections of the armed forces of the Cola and 
Sinhalese rulers in Sri Lanka in the eleventh and twelfth centuries 
was the warrior community named Vélaikka@rar. Much has been 
written about this community but there are certain misconceptions 
regarding them among writers on Sri Lankan history. There will 
always be some controversy relating to the origin of the name and 
the organization of the community as well as its role in the army and 
in the security services to individuals and institutions. 


The best source of information on this subject is undoubtedly the 
well known Polonnaruva Tamil inscription set up by the Vélaikkarar 
themselves some time in the latter half of the eleventh century. 
Besides this, there are at least two other Tamil inscriptions in the 
island, from Gal Oya and Palamottai, and some notices in the Pali 
chronicle Cé@/avamsa that provide some information about the 
activities of this group. 


Nilakanta Sastri has explained that the word Vé/aikkarar is 
derived from the word vé/a/ (= time, occasion, moment) and that it 
stands for the ‘time or occasion indicated in an oath by the soldier 
who binds himself by the oath to lay down his life in certain 
contingencies’.' He has also given the alternative interpretation that 
‘their designation implies that they were ever ready to defend the 
king and his cause with their lives when occasion (vé/ai) arose’? 
One cannot, however, be certain that the element vé/a/ in the name 
Volaikkarar is the same as the Tamil word meaning time or 
occasion. It is quite possible that it is derived from some other word 
now unknown to us (cf. the Indonesian word bela, ‘to defend’). 


References to the Vélaikkarar occur in Tamil epigraphy and 
literature from the eleventh century. Although they are better known 
as constituting sections of the armies of rulers, the members of this 
community were not all in the employ of kings. Many were in the 
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PLATE 20. 
Tamil inscription from Panduyasnuvara, dated in the reign of Nissanka Malla, 12° century. ft records 


the establishment of certain Buddhist institutions in the town of Sripura. The record is in Tamil verse and is 


the second oldest Tamil verse found on stone slabs in Sri Lanka. 


Photo of estampage. Courtesy: Department of Archaealogy, 


PLATE 21, 
Bharata Natya at the Sinhalese court, Yapahuva, 13" century, Dance friezes carved on 
either side of the main entrance to the royal palace at Yapahuva. This evidence “strengthens 
the view that Bharata Nutyam constituted the entertainment of royalty and the lay elite’ 
(Prof. E.R. Sarachchandra), See p, 281. 

Photo: March 2005, by author, Canrtesy> Deparimens of Archacolagy, 


PLATE 22. 
Bharata Natya relief sculpture, Yapahuya. 


service of village assemblies and other institutions. They seem to 
have been divided into different types, apparently according to the 
nature of the duty performed by them. We meet with the following 
types, for instance, in our sources: a) Pi-Vélaikkarar (Tamil pa@ = 
flowers), b) Kalla-Vélaikkarar (Tamil ka//ar = robbers), c) Raksasa- 
Vélaikkarar (Skt. r@Xksasa = giant), d) Tacca-Vélaikkdrar (Tamil 
faccar = carpenters), e) Tiru-cila-V@jaikkarar (Tamil tiru = sacred, 
cifam = spear), and f) Tiru-cirrampala-Vélaikkarar (cirrampalam = 
hall of wisdom). The exact functions of these different Vé@laikkarar 
groups or regiments are not clear from their names. Pi-Vélaikkdrar 
may have been those who guarded the flower garden in a temple. 
Kalla-Vélaikkarar may have been employed to guard a place against 
thieves. One can only speculate on their functions from the names 
born by their groups. 


A number of divisions of Vélaikkarar, probably in the service of 
kings, were named after kings and princes. Among them were the a) 
Nittavinota-Vélaikkarar, b) Jananita-terifica-VClaikkadrar, c) 
Alakiya Cola-terifica-Vélaikkarar, d) Aridurga-linghana-terinta- 
valankai-VGlaikkarar, e) Candra-parakrama-terinta-valankai-Vélaik- 
kfirar, and f) Ilaiya-raja-terinta-valankai-V@laikkarar. The epithet 
vulankai or fankar denoted their caste group. In Sri Lanka, too, there 
were similarly named Vélaikkarar divisions, such as the Vikkirama- 
calamétka-terinta-valankai-Vélaikkarar. 


From the evidence that is available, it is clear that these soldiers 
were not a ‘warlike tribe or a clan or a military community’, as 
Wilhelm Geiger thought,’ but were more ‘a type of troops bound by 
specific oaths of loyalty which they were bound to keep at the risk of 
iieir own lives’, as surmised by Nilakanta Sastri.* They were closely 
associated with the south Indian mercantile communities and appear 
\o have been organized as a military guild. They were drawn from 
(lifferent castes but may have observed caste distinctions between the 
broad categories of Valankai and Itahkai (the Right Hand and Left 
Hand caste divisions of south Indian society). 


The V@laikkarar played an important role in Sri Lanka in the 
battles of the eleventh century and in the provision of security to 
various religious institutions and possibly commercial establish- 
ments. Very little information is given about them in the chronicles 
but there is interesting information in the Tamil records about their 
activities in the island. They were without doubt among the various 
forces that strengthened the Tamil and other south Indian elements in 
northern Sri Lanka. 


The Vélaikkarar appear to have been in the Sinhalese kingdom as 
early as the tenth century. The ninth and tenth centuries constituted a 
period when the Anuradhapura rulers, and aspirants to power, 
recruited Tamil soldiers to strengthen their troops. These soldiers are 


commonly referred to in Sinhalese inscriptions as mey-kappar 


(literally, ‘bodyguards’; Tamil mey = body, kappar = guards). 
Interestingly, south Indian Tamil rulers also, it appears, recruited 
Sinhalese soldiers as meykappar to serve in their kingdoms. Such a 
practice of recruiting security personnel from an alien ethnic group is 
not surprising, as it was common among other ancient rulers as well. 
The Celtic ruler of Britannia, some time in the middle of the fifth 
century, plagued by the raids of the Irish and the Pictish, invited a 


band of mercenaries from the Continent under the leadership of 


Hengest and Horsa. The Germanic settlements soon followed. In 
south India, the Tamil rulers of the Pallava, Pandya and Cola 
kingdoms recruited Telugu and Kerala soldiers (Vafukar and 
Malaryajar). That the Pallava rulers employed Sinhalese soldiers 
(CitkaJa meykappar), too, is know from one of their inscriptions. 
The Sinhalese kings of Anuradhapura, on the other hand, relied on 
Telugu, Kerala, Kannada and Tamil soldiers. In recent times, we 
have the example of the Dutch colonial rulers of Sri Lanka recruiting 
Malays from their Indonesian colonies to serve as a specially 
dependable regiment in the island. The rationale behind this practice 
is not difficult to seek. The local soldiers, in times of conflict with 
other local leaders, were less dependable than complete outsiders 
who had no special loyalty or attachment to anyone other than their 
employer. 
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An inscription of the Anuradhapura king Kassapa IV (898-914) 
gives information about a certain Velakka who was a meykappar. 
The name is so close to the Pali form Velakk&ra, given to the south 
Indian regiments in the Pali chronicle Ca/avamsa, and the profession 
of the person concerned is that of the Vélaikkarar that it is difficult 
to dismiss this epigraphic reference as not related to a Vélaikkarar 
soldier. Considering the fact that Tamil meyka@ppar were numerous 
in the Anuradhapura kingdom in the tenth century, it would appear 
that Vélaikkarar were among these soldiers. 


In the eleventh century there is ample evidence about the 
activities of the Vélaikkarar in northern Sri Lanka. Since the Cola 
rulers Rajaraja I and Rajendra I had several Vélaikkarar regiments in 
their service, the Cola armies that invaded the island in the eleventh 
century may have included the Vélaikkarar. There is, however, no 
direct evidence on this. On the other hand, there is evidence that 
Sinhalese leaders employed the Vélaikkarar in their armies. In 
addition, these soldiers were also employed by non-political 
organzations. The most valuable record we have about their activities 
is the Tamil inscription from Polonnaruva, generally referred to as 
the Vélaikkara Inscription.® 


It is from this Polonnaruva inscription that we know many details 
about the organization of the Vélaikkarar in Sri Lanka. This record 
in Tamil was inscribed by the Vélaikkdrar not long after the death of 
Vijayabahu I (1.e., after 1070) proclaiming their undertaking to 
protect the Buddhist Temple of the Tooth Relic at the request of a 
leading Buddhist High Priest and some officials. It refers to the 
different sections that composed the group. Among them were the 
Valankai, Itankai, Cirutanam, Pillaikaltanam, Vatukar, Malaiyalar 
and Parivarakontam. This mixed composition of the Vélaikkarar 
vlearly shows that they were not members of one military caste or 
community but were organized more like a military guild. Of these 
different sections, the Vélaikkarar of the Valankai and Itankai were 
vbviously soldiers drawn from the two categories of south Indian 
castes known by those names. The Vatukar and Malaiyalar refer to 
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the Telugu soldicrs and Kerala soldiers respectively. It is evident that 
the organization consisted of different linguistic or ethnic groups. 


The Polonnaruva inscription also helps to establish the link 
between the mercantile communities and the Vélaikkdarar 
organization. The mercantile community named Valaficiyar is 
explicitly mentioned here as the métatarka] of the Vélaikkarar. 
While different interpretations could be given to the term mia/atarka/, 
the. most suitable meaning is ‘leaders’. That the mercantile 
communities themselves employed these regiments to protect their 
properties and supplied Vélaikkarar troops to the rulers seems very 
probable. There is little doubt that the mercantile communities 
exercised influence over the Vélaikkarar. 


Besides the Polonnaruva inscription, there are also some short 
Tamil inscriptions of the eleventh century referring to the 
Vélaikkarar. 


1. Nilakanta Sastri, K.A, Vijayabahu I, The Liberator of 
Ceylon, JRASCB, IV, NS, 1954: 68. 
Nilakanta Sastri 1955: 454 

Geiger, W., Culture of Ceylon in Medieval Times, 1960: 152. 
Nilakanta Sastri 1954: 58. 
EZ, Il: 276, 
ET, XVI: 330-338. 
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APPENDIX III 


The Saiva bronze sculptures of Sri Lanka 


The many metal images unearthed in the ancient cities of 
Anuradhapura, Polonnaruva and elsewhere are unquestionably 
among the artistic treasures of Sri Lanka. ‘The bronze images of 
Buddhas, Bodhisattvas, Hindu gods and goddesses coming from the 
earth of Sri Lanka’, as Adrian Snodgrass describes, ‘are priceless 
additions to the world’s heritage of historical and aesthetic 
treasures’.' Among these are some of the finest Saiva images found . 
anywhere. A few of them have drawn the attention of art critics ever 
since their discovery almost a century ago. All of them are the 
subject of a controversy about their origin. 


These Saiva bronzes belong to about the 11-12" centuries. Many 
of them were discovered in 1907 when H.C.P. Bell (Archaeological 
Commissioner) conducted excavations at Polonnaruva.” A few more 
were discovered by him the next year.* Many more remained 
undiscovered in that ancient city until 1960 when C.E. Godakumbure 
conducted excavations.* In 1982 and 1984, when work under the 
UNESCO-sponsored Cultural Triangle Project led to fresh 
excavations, important Saiva bronzes came to light at Anuradhapura 
as well. Outside these two ancient cities, some Saiva bronzes of 
considerable importance were unearthed at Trincomalee, near the site 
of the ancient Konesvaram temple.° However, it is the Polonnaruva 
bronzes that have always been in the limelight. 


Among the Polonnaruva bronzes, the images of Nataraja, Siva as 
the Lord of Dance, have been the focus of much attention. There are 
several good examples of them and they are now in the Colombo 
Museum. The Nataraja images numbered 1, 2 and 15 are considered 
to be among the best.° One of the images discovered in 1960, with a 
height of 146.8 cm, is among the largest Nataraja statues. Of the 
statues of goddesses, those of Parvati and Sivakamansundari are 
worthy of mention. There is also a large image of Ganesa. Among 
the other notable bronzes from Polonnaruva are those of five Saiva 
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saints, namely Kadraikkal Ammaiyar, Appar, Cuntarar, Campantar 
and Manikkavacakar. 


The Saiva bronzes discovered at Anuradhapura come from the 
Jetavanarama site. Of the bronzes found here, three are images of 
Siva and one is that of Parvati. It has been pointed out that these 
bronzes display certain distinctive characteristics indicating that they 
belong to a Sri Lankan school of sculpture. An earlier and more 
interesting bronze sculpture comes from the site of the Abhayagiri 
monastery. It is the image of Ardha-narisvara (composite male and 
female figure). This image is datable to the 7"-8" century and shows 
some characteristics of Pallava sculpture.’ 


The bronzes from Trincomalee were unearthed in 1950 at two 
’ different sites in private properties. There are five of them and these 
are now kept in the new Konesar Temple at Trincomalee. Two are 
statues of Siva, two of Parvati and one of Ganega* 


From the time of the discovery of the first group of Polonnaruva 
bronzes in 1907, there has been a controversy about their origin. 
Some scholars have expressed the view that these bronzes, or some 
of them at least, were imports from south India while some others 
have argued that they were locally made. After the discovery of more 
bronzes in 1960, the view that these were produced locally has 
strengthened. In recent years, Lakdusinghe has adduced valid 
arguments to show that there existed a Sri Lankan school of Hindu 
sculpture.” An eminent Indian art critic, C.Sivaramamurti, has also 
put forward emphatic views in support of this theory.'° 


1. Snodgrass, Adrian, 1994. ‘Introduction’, Sacred Images of Sri 
Lanka, The Art Gallery of New South Wales, Sydney: 10. 

2. ASCAR for 1907. 

3. ASCAR for 1908. 
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4. ASCAR for 1960: 23; Godakumbure, C.E., 1961. ‘Bronzes 


from Polonnaruva’, JCBRAS, NS, VII, 2, 1961: 239-253. 


. Balendra, W., 1953. ‘Trincomalee Bronzes’, Tamil Culture, U, 
2: 176-198. 


. Commenting on Natar4ja bronzes in general, Vincent Smith 


gives a high rating for No.l and No.15: ‘Among good 
examples may be classed Dr. Coomaraswamy’s favourite in the 
Madras Museum, the Tanjore specimen, and No.1 from . 
Polonnaruva. The No.15 image, without the ring of fire, is the 
most artistic of all. It is described as being ‘the best finished of 
all the bronzes’, and is deserving of the care spent on its 
production.” A History of Fine Art in India and Ceylon, 
Oxford, 1930: 254. Benjamin Rowland’s comment about this 
image is also worthy of note: ‘One of the greatest Nataraja 
images is preserved in the museum at Colombo...The figure, a 
perfect fusion of serenity and balance, moves in slow and 
gracious rhythm, lacking the usual violence of the cosmic 
dance; this is a cadenced movement communicated largely by 
the centrifugal space-embracing position of the arms and the 
suggestion of the figure’s revolving in space. The turning 
effect that comes from the arrangement of the multiple arms, 
one behind another, and the torsion of the figure, emphasized 
by the direction of the limbs give something of the effect of 
the figura serpentinata in Mannerist sculpture that seems to 
coerce the beholder into a consecutive inspection of the image 
from every angle.’ The Art and Architecture of India, Penguin 
Book, 1977: 330, 332. 
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7, Wickramagamage, Chandra, Second Report of the 


Archaeological Excavations at the Abhayagiri Vihara 
Complex, Apr.-Oct. 1982: 141-142; Lakdusinghe 1994: 51, 
53; Pathmanathan, S., 2003, ‘Some Bronzes from the 
Jetavanarama Site of Anuradhapura’, Glimpses of Hindu 
Heritage, 2™ World Hindu Conference Souvenir, ed. Patrick 
Harrigan et al, Colombo: 151-156. | 


. E.Krishna Iyer has made the following comment on one of 


them: “The fine combination of easy pose, significant hand 
mudras, and engaging facial expression in the sitting Siva icon 
makes it appear as Karunamurti lovingly beckoning to his 
devotees to come and receive His unbounded grace and 
blessings.’ Newly Found Trincomalee Icons, The Madras 
Hindu, 4 November 1951: 12. 


9. Lakdusinghe 1994: 22. 


10.Seeing certain special features in the four images of the Saiva 
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saints, Sivaramamurti comments: ‘Intoxicated by the soul- 
stirring hymns of these great saints the sculptors in metal from 
Ceylon created these strikingly beautiful bronzes of the saints. 
They are somewhat different from what we normally know in 
the mainland itself, but, at the same time, are so full of the 
spirit of the Tevdram hymns, which give a deeply religious 
halo, that they must at once be pronounced as distinct, and 
undoubtedly a speciality of Ceylon’. Sivaramamurti discerns 
distinctive features in the other Saiva bronzes as well, 
especially those of Nataraja, Parvati, Sivakamasundari and 


Karaikkalammaiyar: ‘It is not in the fashioning of these 


[saints] alone but in some other figures also, there is a 
distinctiveness noticed which should undoubtedly be 
pronounced as the work of Ceylonese craftsmen inspired by 
the craft from the mainland.’ Sivaramamurti, C., 1974, 


Nataraja in Art, Thought and Literature, New Delhi: 371-372. 
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APPENDIX IV 


South Indian Mercantile Communities 
Aiffiirruvar (NanaddeSi) 

The most prominent of the mercantile communities that operated 
in south India and Sri Lanka in the eleventh and twelfth centuries 
was the Aififiirruvar. Despite the large number of records left 
behind by members of this community, it is not easy to establish 
whether the name Aififitirruvar refers to a single mercantile group or 
to several communities and professional groups that were bound 
together by some kind of sectarian commercial code. The evidence 
of the inscriptions is insufficient to determine the nature of the 
organization of this community and its relations with the other 
bodies associated with it. The most recent study about the activities 
of this community concludes that ‘the ai#iarruvar, otherwise known 
as padinen-vishayam/ padinen-bh imi or ndnadési, is a concept of the 
merchant organization which overarches all the substantial merchant 
organizations formed in some particular area, locality or town.’! This 
may well be the case. 


An analysis of the epigraphic records of the Aififitrruvar, | 


numbering more than six dozen and ranging from the eighth to the 
seventeenth century, shows that the community possibly originated 
in Aihole (ancient Ayyavole, Tamil Ayyappolal) in Karnataka, and 


was bound by a code known as Banafiju Dharma. The significance of 


the numerical name ‘Aif#arruvar (Five Hundred Persons) is not 
clear. Such numerical names were common for mercantile and other 
professional bodies in India.? The community was not a single 
unified corporation of merchants. It is more appropriate to call it a 
community of merchants with common interests and beliefs, bound 
together by the Banafiju Dharma.’ 


Members of the Aififiiirruvar were primarily traders in various 
types of merchandise. They claimed to have visited a large number 
of countries and their records have been found in Sri Lanka and 
Southeast Asia as well.* In many trading centres and .market-towns, 
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they seem to have occupied a supreme position among the large 
number of professional groups in those places and acted as their 
leaders, exercising considerable power and influence over them. 


Afjuvannam 


The Afnjuvannam (Aficuvannam) is another of the major 
mercantile communities that were active in south India and Sri 
Lanka as well as Southeast Asia in the period 9-13" centuries. 
Unlike the Aififitirruvar, this community was of West Asian origin 
and possibly included Muslim as well as Jewish merchants. Going by . 
the epigraphic records referring to the community, it appears to have 
worked harmoniously with mercantile groups whose religious — 
affiliation was Saiva or Vaisnava. The early activities of the 
community seems to have begun on the west coast of India, 
particularly the Kerala ports. Later, its activities spread to the east 
coast, Sri Lanka and Southeast Asia.” 


The name Afijuvannam appears to be derived ultimately from 
the Persian Aafijamana /afijuman. Subbarayalu very convincingly 
argues that it is not a name of Indian origin. ‘Like the term 
Yavana/Yona/Sonaka’, he concludes, ‘this term also seems to have . 
denoted collectively the West asian traders, Arabs, Jews, Christians, 
Parsees, etc.’ and that it may be inferred from the available evidence 
‘that Arab Muslims figured more prominently than others’.® 


The Afijuvannam merchants were doubtless the ancestors of the 
Muslim communities of Sri Lanka and some parts of south India. In 
Sri Lanka, the language of the Muslim communities has traditionally 
been Tamil and the names given to them in the local languages, in 
common parlance, are Marakkala minissu (the Marakkala people) in 
Sinhala and Conakar (Sonakar, from Yona/Yavana) in Tamil. In the 
south Indian sources, the Afijuvannam is associated with the names 
Marakala and Conakar, and already in the ninth century the use of 
‘Tamil by this community is evidenced in Kerala inscriptions.’ From 
Telugu inscriptions we get to know that there was a community of 
Afijuvannam merchants established at Matdttam (MaAtota), the 
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ancient port on the northwest coast of Sri Lanka, in the twelfth 
century. 


Manigraémam 


The Manigramam (Manikkiramam), as a mercantile community, 
finds mention in inscriptions from about the ninth century. We find 
them active on the Kerala coast, in association with the 
Afijuvannam, as well as in Takua-pa in Thailand in that century. 
They are found in Sri Lanka in the tenth century. Members of this 
community continued to be active in south India for several centuries 
and their inscriptions are available as late as the fourteenth century.” 


The origin of this mercantile community is as obscure as that of 
the other south Indian merchant groups. It has been suggested that a 
community by the name of Manigramam may have existed in the 
ancient port of Kavirippimpattinam (Kaveripattina) in the early 
centuries CE.!° There is, however, no mention of a commercial 
group with this name until the time of the well-known copper plates 
of Sthanu Ravi (ninth century). From these copper plates it is known 
that this community was operating at the Kerala port of Kollam in 
the ninth century.'’ In the same century, members of this community 
were active in the Southeast Asian port of Takua-pa where they were 
given custody of a reservoir and were possibly responsible for its 
maintenance. The fact that the reservoir was named Avaninaranam, 
after a Pallava ruler, and the discovery of a Visnu and other statues 
in the Pallava style in association with the Tamil inscription 
mentioning the Manigramam may mean that this community had 
established a trading settlement at the Thai port in the ninth 
century.'* It would appear that members of this community had also 
penetrated into the early Malay and Sumatran states of Indonesia 
about this time or somewhat later, for we come across the name 
Banigrama in the epigraphic records of Java and Bali. ‘These 
inscriptions’, explains Christie, ‘also indicate that while the term 
banigrama (the Javanized version of vapigrama) was used in 
Javanese and Balinese port texts for a time, these bapigrama appear 
to have been rather fluid, port-based groupings that incorporated 
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both local and foreign merchants, some of whom were acting as tax 
farmers under licence from local rulers.’'* In Sri Lanka, we get 
evidence of the activities of the Manigramam in the interior market- 
town of Hopitigamu in the middle of the tenth century.’ 


Although later inscriptions mentioning the Manigramam in Sri 
Lanka have not come to light, a south Indian record of the thirteenth 
century refers to them in association with other mercantile 
communities connected with Sri Lanka (the Afijuvannam and the 
Tennilankai Valaficiyar).'° Possibly they continued to be a trading 
community in Sri Lanka even in the thirteenth century. . 


1. Karashima and Subbarayalu 2002: 87. 

2. Cf. Elunitrukar (700) and Afifitrukar (500) divisions in the 
Syrian Christian community of Kerala, the Munntruvaru 
(300) of Karnataka, and the Tillai Muvayiravar (3000) 
Brahmins of Cidambaram. 

Indrapala 1970. 

4. Indrapala 1971j; Karashima and Subbarayalu 2002; 
Karashima 2002: 3ff.; Christie 1998: 239ff. 

5. Subbarayalu, Y., 2001, Afijuvannam A Maritime Trade 
Guild of Medieval Times, Kaveri: Studies in Epigraphy, 
Archaeology and History, ed. S.Rajagopal, Chennai; 
Abraham 1988. 

6. Ibid: 149. 

7. bid: 144-147, 149. 

8. Subbarayalu and Shanmugam 2002: 236-237. 

9. Abraham 1988: 13ff. 

10. Champakalakshmi 1996: 49. 
11. Ibid: 20. | 
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12. 
. Christie 1998: 244, 
14. 


15. 


Karashima 2002: 11; Christie 1998: 251. 


EZ, V: 182. In this inscription from Badulla the community 
is referred to as Vanigrama, which is a variant form of 
Manigramam. This variant occurs in contemporary Tamil 
literature as vanikkiramam (also read as vanikakiramam) — 
Tolkappiyam: Naccinarkkiniyar Urai, Taiicavir 1962: 173. 
Subbarayalu and Shanmugam 2002: 269. 


APPENDIX V 
Sanskritisation legends of South India, Sri 


Lanka and Southeast Asia 


1. The Agastya Legends 


These are among the earliest legends connected with the spread of 
Sanskritisation in south India. These legends are found in the epics, 
Mahabharata and Ramayana, as well as in the puranas. Many ~ 
shrines in Kerala and Tamil Nadu have their own legends claiming 
some connection with Agastya. The central figure in these legends is 
the sage (rishi) Agastya. 


Agastya, a Brahmana by caste, is credited with the feat of 
subduing the insurmountable Vindhya Mountains and crossing over 
to the south where he established his hermitage on Mount Kufijara. 
He married Lopamudra, who, according to some legends, was the 
daughter of the sage Kavera, while other legends treat her as the 
adopted daughter of the king of Vidarbha, a kingdom in the south. 
According to the legends in the Mahabharata, Agastya kept the 
Raksasas (demons), who were found everywhere in the south, under 
control. He even ate a troublesome Raksasa named Vatapi who 
assumed the form of a ram. When that Rakgasa’s brother, Ilvala, 
tried to take revenge, Agastya destroyed him. The sage is also 
credited with introducing literature to the south and writing the first . 
grammar of the Tamil language. 


2. The Parasurama legends 


These legends are associated with the process of Sanskritisation 
in Kerala. A Brahmana by birth, Parasurama (Rama who wields the 
Axe) is considered as one of the avatars of the god Visnu. His use of 
a powerful axe (parasu), given to him by Siva, dominates the legends 
about him. He is depicted as a warrior who instructed Arjuna (a hero ! 
of the Mahabharata) in the use of arms. He was hostile to the 
Ksatriyas and was responsible for settling Brahmanas from the north 


317 


in Kerala. To protect the Brahmanas from their enemies, Parasurama 
created the land of Kerala. He threw his divine axe across the sea 


from Gokarna (on the west coast of India). The weapon fell in the 


region of Kanyakumari (Cape Comorin) and all the sea between 
Gokarna and Kanyakumari became dry land which Parasurama 
donated to the Brahmanas. 


3. The Arjuna legends 


The third of the five Pandu princes (Pafica-Pandava) of the 
Mahabharata, Arjuna was a skilful warrior who was successful in 
many of his encounters with tribal people in different parts of the 
subcontinent. He spent some time in these places during his twelve- 
year exile. On one of these sojourns, he met a Naga princess named 
Ulupi and by her had a son named Iravat. He penetrated into south 
India, fought with Nisidas and other tribes and defeated many rulers. 


4. The Vijaya legends 


Prince Vijaya and his followers were exiled from their kingdom 
on account of their violent behaviour. They arrived in Sri Lanka 
where they encountered the machinations of yakkhas (spirits). 
Kuvanna, a yakkhini (female spirit) lured the followers of Vijaya 
and imprisoned them. Vijaya confronted Kuvanna and, after 


subjugating her and defeating the yakkhas with her help, married her. ° 


A son and a daughter were born to them. She was later sent away 
with her children and Vijaya married a princess from the Pandya 
family. 


5.The Kaundinya legends 


The foundation of several Southeast Asian kingdoms is associated 
in legends with the arrival of Brahmanas or other adventurers from 
India. Among these, the most popular are the legends connected with 
the Brahmana named Kaundinya. The foundation of the ancient 
Cambodian kingdom of Funan is ascribed to him. Chinese sources 
as well as ancient Cambodian inscriptions give versions of this 
legend. Kaundinya arrived from India with a powerful bow. He 
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encountered a Na&ga princess named Soma, shot at her yacht, 
defeated her and then married her. With her as his queen, he became 
ruler of Funan and founded a new dynasty. ‘This legend of the 
mystical union between the Brahman and the serpent [nga], giving 
the dynasty a dual legitimacy of an Indian origin as well as roots in 
the popular indigenous mythology in which belief in earth, water, 
and snakes was important, was adopted by several Southeast Asian 
kingdoms, including Champa, Angkor, and Kedah, to name only a 
few.’ (SarDesai, D.R., 1997. Southeast Asia: Past & Present, 
Colorado: 23). 


There are also other legends linking prominent families with 
Naga maidens: Rama’s son Kuga married a Naga princess named 
Kumudvati, according to the Raghuvamsa. In the Harivamsa, it is 
said that Yadu, the founder of the Yadava family, married the five 
daughters of the king of the Nagas (Dhumavarna) and from them 
sprang seven distinct families (Kula). 


319 


APPENDIX VI 


[Reproduced frem Pirvakala, Bulletin of the Jaffna 
Archaeological Society, I, 1, 1973, Jaffna: 18-19.] 


A Brahmi potsherd inscription from 


Kantarodai 


_ K_Indrapala i 


In July 1970 a team of archaeologists from the University of 
Pennsylvania Museum excavated an inscribed potsherd from a pit at 
what they termed the ‘Woodapple Site’ at Kantarodai (Jaffna 
District)’ This find was given the number KTD A14. The potsherd, 
belonging to the rouletted variety, presumably formed part of the 
begging bowl of a mendicant monk. The inscription is in Brahmi 
characters. i 


Although similar potsherds with Brahmi inscriptions have been 
discovered at Anuradhapura and elsewhere’ in Sri Lanka as well as 
at such Indian sites as Arikamedu’, this potsherd inscription is of 
some significance. This is the earliest inscription so far discovered in 
the Jaffna District. It is also the only proper Brahmi inscription 
found in that district, the other known examples being potter’s marks 
and mason’s marks in Brahmi characters’. 


The inscription consists of six Brahmi characters and is 
presumably a complete record, the text being similar to those of the 
Anuradhapura potsherd inscriptions mentioned above. The first 
character may be read as ‘ma’, but Dr. W. Saddhamangala 
Karunaratne, the Assistant Archaeological Commissioner 
(Epigraphy) of Sri Lanka, is inclined to take it as a symbol. The 
present writer understands that the late Prof. S. Paranavitana also 
read it as a symbol°. As the present writer has a high regard for the 
knowledge of these two scholars in the field of Brahmi inscriptions 
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and as such symbols do occur in the Brahmi inscriptions of Sri 
Lanka, this interpretation is adopted by him in this article, although 
he would prefer to read it as the letter ‘ma’. A similar symbol occurs 
at the beginning of some of the Brahmi cave inscriptions at Periya 
Puliyankulam, Nattukanda, Tonigala, Paramakanda and _ other 
places®. That this symbol is in some way related to the inscription is 
obvious, but so far it has not been possible to explain its significance 
satisfactorily. 


There is no difficulty in reading the inscription proper, as the 
letters are very clearly incised. The reading is ‘Dataha pata’. The 
letters are similar to those of the early cave inscriptions of Sri Lanka 
and may be said to belong to about the second century B.C. The 
language is the same as that of the pre-Christian cave inscriptions of 
Sri Lanka, namely a form of Prakrit generally referred to as 
Sinhalese-Prakrit. ‘Dataha pata’ means ‘The bowl of Data’. 


The proper name Data occurring in this inscription is the Prakrit 
form of the Sanskrit Datta. It must have been a fairly common name 
in ancient Sri Lanka for it occurs in a number of Brahmi -cave 
inscriptions in the island’, The word ‘pata’ does not occur in the cave 
inscriptions but occurs in the potsherd inscriptions from 
Anuradhapura. * It is the Prakrit form of the Skt. patra. 

Text of the inscription 
Dataha pata. © 


Translation 


The bowl} of Data. 


1. The present writer is indebted to Dr. Vimala Begley and Mr. 
Bennet Bronson of the University of Pennsylvania Museum 


team for allowing him to inspect this potsherd and to Dr. 
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R.H. de Silva, the Archaeological Commissioner, for 
granting him permission to publish the photograph of this 
potsherd. News of the discovery of this inscription and its 
text were first published in the Tamil journal Cintanai. 
K.Indrapala (Editor), ‘News and Notes’, Cintanai, II, 2, 
July 1970, p.158 (Peradentya). 

S. Paranavitana, The Excavations in the Citadel of 
Anuradhapura, Memoirs of the Archaeological Survey of 
Ceylon, Vol. III, pp. 11-12 (Colombo 1936); H. Parker, 
‘Report on Archareological Discoveries at Tissamaharama’, 
Journal of the Ceylon Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society, 
Vol. VIII, No. 27, pp. 67-68. | 

R. E. M. Wheeler, A. Ghosh and Krishna Deva, ‘Arikamedu: 
An Indo-Roman Trading Station on the East Coast of India, 
Ancient India Bulletin of the Archaeological Survey of India, 
No. 2, July 1946, pp. 111-114. 

Mr. S. Ponnampalam of Alaveddy has, in his remarkable 
collection of antiquities from Kantarodai, a potsherd and a 
brick with Brahmi characters marked on them 

I am indebted to Dr. W. S. Karunaratne for this information. 
S.Paranavitana, Inscriptions of Ceylon, Vol. 1, p. xxvi 
(Colombo 1970). 

Ibid., Inscr. Nos. 70, 86, 122, 123, 146, 154, 159, 185, 206, 
230, etc. 

SiParaviiana. The Excavations in the Citadel of 


Anuradhapura, p.11 


APPENDIX VII 
A note on a carnelian seal inscription from 
Kantarodai 


An inscribed carnelian seal, discovered at the archacological site 
of Kantarodai (Jaffna District), was brought to the notice of the late 
Prof. S. Paranavitana in 1958. The only published information about 
this seal inscription is to be found in a Tamil article written by the 
present writer in 1959, when he was an undergraduate student at the 
University of Ceylon (now University of Peradeniya). In view of the 
usefulness of this information for researchers, a translation of the 
relevant portion of the article is provided below: 


“In chronological order, the next [inscription from Jaffna] is the 
recently found seal from Kantarodai. Since no information about this 
is available anywhere, it is deemed appropriate to provide it here. 
Kantarodai is the most important of the archaeological sites in Jaffna. 
A small seal, said to have been discovered at Kantarodai, was 
brought to our university for the purpose of having the tiny letters on 
it deciphered by our archaeology professor, Dr. Paranavitana. Its 
owner was said to be the son of the American, Dr.W.R.Holmes, 
lecturer in history at Jaffna College. According to this boy, this seal 
was obtained from a boy at Kantarodai. The professor, who read 
easily the letters on the seal, explained its significance. 


“This seal is made of red carnelian, a semi-precious stone. Its 
length is 1.02 cm and width | cm. The inscription on it is a Sanskrit 
name in the possessive case: Vi\Oubh3ti/ya. This inscription is in a 
developed form of the Southern Brahmi script. The letters are similar 
to those in the inscriptions at Nagarjunakonda, belonging to the 
3rd/4th centuries. For this reason, Prof. Paranavitana was of the view 
that this seal probably belonged to the 3rd or 4th century A.D. and 
that it was probably brought from south India at that time. As far as 
he knew, this was the only inscribed seal found in Sri Lanka. It is at 
present with the Department of Archaeology. ' 
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1. Indrapala, K., Yalppanattuc Cacanarika] (Inscriptions of 
Jaffna), l/akatir, Magazine of the University Tamil Society, 
Peradeniya 1959: 26. For the record, it may be added that the 
person referred to as the owner of the seal was Robert Holmes 
Jr. Anxious to find the reading of the inscription on the seal, 
he gave the seal to V.Sivasamy (an undergraduate student at 
Peradeniya at that time) in order to have it deciphered by Prof. 
Paranavitana. Sivasamy and the present writer then took it to 
Prof. Paranavitana, who, after deciphering the inscription and 
making casts of the seal, requested them to persuade Robert 
Holmes to part with the seal so that it could be kept in the 
country, on account of its importance. Prof. Paranavitana said 
that he would be giving it to the Department of Archaeology. 
The translation of the inscription is: [The seal] of Visnubhiti. 


APPENDIX VIII 


A note on the Anaikoddai seal inscription 


A steatite seal (earlier mistakenly referred to as a metal seal) was © 


among the artefacts excavated at the megalithic burial site at 
Anaikoddai, Jaffna District, in December 1980. The legend on the 
seal has two lines. The first line consists of three non-Brahmi 
symbols. The second line has three Brahmi letters. Soon after its 
discovery, the present writer proposed two possible readings of the 
Brahmi inscription on the seal: kovétan and kovénta'. The readings 
were the result of taking the dot above the letter ta as an anusvara. 


But after further analysis of the inscription and consideration of the . 
evidence of the Tamil Brahmi inscriptions, the present writer is now‘ 


of the view that the dot may not be an anusvara but a part of the non- 
Brahmi symbols. Consequently, it is only the three Brahmi letters 
that have to be read as the name on the seal. The reading of the 
Brahmi letters is, therefore, kovéta. 
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The name Kovéta is not Prakrit. It is comparable to such names as 
Ko Atan and Ko Pitivira occurring in the contemporary Tamil 
Brahmi inscriptions in south India and has to be read as K6 Veta’. It 
is to be taken as Early Tamil, although one cannot rule out the 
possibility of it being some other unknown Dravidian language. Ko 
in Tamil and Malayalam means ‘king’ and no doubt refers to a 
chieftain here. Being a seal inscription, the name Ko Véta can be 
taken to be in the genitive case. This would mean that the final 
consonant -ta or the final vowel -a is the genitive suffix. In Early 
Tamil as well as in certain other South Dravidian languages the 
suffix —a occurs as a genitive case ending®. In the Tamil Brahmi ~ 
inscriptions, -a occurs as a genitive suffix’. Here, too, the genitive 
suffix is -a. On this basis, KS Véta could be split as K6+Vétuta (= 
of Ko Vétu)’. 


1. Indrapala 1981. 
. Mahadevan 2003: 434, 435 

3. Krishnamurti 2003: 233-234. It occurs in some of the Sangam poems 
(Kuruntokai 99.4) and in the Irula, Badaga and Tulu languages in 
the South Dravidian group. 

4. Ibid: 290; this suffix also occurs in legends on coins in Tamil Nadu 
(Centan ain Nagaswamy, R., 1981, Tamil Coins: A Study, Madras: 
141) and Sri Lanka (Utirana in Bopearachchi and Wickremasinghe 
1999: 56). The genitive case in these coins is comparable to the 
genitive case (sa) of the Prakrit legends, such as Siri Pulumavisa and 
Siri Sdtakanisa, in the Sdatavahana coins of Andhra Pradesh 
(Nagaswamy, op.cit. 131). ; 

5. Cf. pankata, split as pankatuta (= of Pankatu) - Mahadevan 2003: 
552; maratta kotu split as marattuta (= of the tree) kotu in 
Kuruntokai 99.4. This interpretation of taking the final - a of K& 
Véta as a genitive suffix was first ‘suggested by Ragupathy 
(Ragupathy 1987: 202). 
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END NOTES 


Preface 

When the History of Ceylon was planned by the University of Ceylon, 
there was no qualified historian in that university to write some of the 
chapters. Scholars from outside were invited to write these sections. Mr.S. 
Natesan (an educationist, Tamil scholar and politician who was the son- 
in-law of Sir Ponnambalam Ramanathan) was invited to write the chapter 
on the Jaffna kingdom. But his contribution was not published in full and 
the chapter (twelve pages) began abruptly. The following footnote was 
added by the editor: “This Chapter, as it was sent to the Editor by its 
author, began with an account of the Early History of Jaffna and 
contained arguments for the existence of a kingdom of the Arya 
Cakravartis earlier than the thirteenth century. As these matters fall 
outside the period dealt with in Book V and as, due to the author’s ill 
health, it was not possible for the Editor to discuss with him and settle 
certain points which required clarification, only. the portion of his 
contribution relating to the period 1215-1505 has been published.” 
UCHC, 1, 2: 690. Soon after the appearance of the History of Ceylon, the 
editor, Paranavitana, published a lengthy article (51 pages) on the Jaffna 
kingdom (‘The Arya Kingdom in North Ceylon’, JRASCB, NS, VII, 2: 
174-224). 


Introduction 

Renfrew 1996: 181. Renfrew himself is quoting from Dragadze. 

2 . 
Ibid. : 

3 In his comprehensive study of the ethnic origins of nations, A.D. Smith 
chooses the French term ethnie for an ethnic group or community, as the 


one ‘which unites an emphasis upon cultural differences with the sense of 
an historical community.’ In his view, it is ‘this sense of history and the 
perception of cultural uniqueness and individuality which differentiate 
populations from each other and which endows a given population with a 
definite identity, both in their own eyes and in those of outsiders.’ The 
chief features that distinguish ethnie from other collectivities of human 
beings, according to Smith, are: a collective name, a common myth of 
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descent, a shared history, a distinctive shared culture, an association with 
a specific territory, and a sense of solidarity. As claimed by Smith, these 
components of ethnie afford a working definition of ethnicity. In the case 
of defining the Sri Lankan Tamil ethnic group, all these, with the possible 
exception of a common myth of descent (which applies to the Sinhalese), 
will apply. Smith, A.D., 1989, The Ethnic Origins of Nations, Oxford: 21- 
31. 

“ Gunawardana 1995: 4-5. 

° Paranavitana 1970: 7, 28, 37. The Brahmi inscriptions referring to 
Dameda persons published by Paranavitana are from Anuradhapura, 
Periyapuliyankulam and Kuduvil. A hitherto unpublished Brahmi 
inscription (copied in 1973) from Seruvila referring to Gapati Dameda 
Cuda is reported by Dias (Dias, Malini, 1991, Epigraphical Notes Nos.1- 
18, Department of Archaeology, Colombo: 68). Also, Karunaratne 1984: 
71. The ethnic name in the Periyapuliyankulam inscription is read by 
Karunaratne as Dame/a and not Dameda. 


n 


Queyroz, Fernao de, Conquista Temporal e Espiritual de Ceilau, 
Colombo. Translated into English in three volumes — Perera, S.G., 1930, 
The Temporal and Spiritual Conquest of Ceylon, Colombo. 

7 Ribeiro, Joao, 1909, History o Ceilao with a summary of de Barros do 
Couto Antonio Bocarro and the Documentos Remettidos with Parangi 
Hatana and Kustantinu Hatana, translated into English by Paul E. Pieris, 


Colombo. . 


20 


Baldaeus, Philippus, 1672, Naauwkeurige beschryvinge van Malabar en 
Choromandel...en het machtige Eyland Ceylon, Amsterdam. Translated 
into English — Brohier, P. 1960, 4 True and Exact Description of the 
Great Island of Ceylon by Baldaeus, P.A., Ceylon Historical Journal, Vol 
III, Nos.1-4, Colombo. 

Nissan, E. and Stirrat, R.L., 1990. ‘The generation of communal 
identities’, in Spencer 1990, 19-44; Gunawardana 1990 and 1994. Nissan 
and Stirrat ‘have argued that the kind of confrontation that we see today 


co 


between Sinhala and Tamils in Sri Lanka is the outcome of processes set 
in motion during the colonial era.’ The two anthropologists have shown 
how British ideas contributed to the generation of the modern identities 
seen in the island: “British policy was deeply influenced by the racial 
theory that had developed from the relationship between contemporary 
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studies of language, etymological and historical, and of evolutionary 
theory. The ‘Aryan Myth’, as Poliakov has called it, had a particularly 
strong hold in European thought of that period, and in Indology. In 
England in particular the myth of Anglo-Saxonism, in which exclusivity 
was stressed, had developed from the time of the Reformation. It is 
associated with the rise of England as a nation-state, and its subsequent 
spread in empire — justified in part by ideas of inherent Anglo-Saxon 
superiority over other races, and by the idea of the civilizing mission. 
European scholarship on Sri Lanka (as on other colonies) was structured 
by these interests, too, and they conditioned colonial historiography. 
‘Aryans’ (Sinhala) came to be opposed in absolute terms to ‘Dravidians’ 
(Tamils) historically. Language and race were conflated...” (pp.29-30). 
Tracing the development of the Aryan theory in European scholarship in 
the nineteenth century, Gunawardana has shown how this idea influenced 
the creation of a theory that the Sinhalese were also Aryans. Analysing 
the presentation of this theory by James de Alwis in 1866, Gunawardana 
points out how, ‘at a time when the Aryan theory was gaining general 
acceptance in Europe and south Asia, he was claiming Aryan status not 
only for the Sinhala language , but also for the speakers of that language.’ 
(Gunawardana 1990:73). By the 1920s, Gunawardana indicates, colonial 
writings on Sri Lankan history had begun to accommodate the new Aryan 
theory (L.E.Blaze in 1920 and H.W.Codrington in 1926). 

© Blaze, L.E., 1931, A History of Ceylon for Schools, Colombo (first 
edition published in 1900). Codrington, H.W., 1926, A Short History of 
Ceylon, London. 

"SF. de Silva; Horace Perera and Ratnasabapathy. 

"2 Mendis, G.C., 1932, The Early History of Ceylon, Calcutta. 

'3 De Silva, K.M., 1991, A History of Sri Lanka, Delhi, p.7. Surprisingly, de 
Silva unquestioningly accepts the MaAavainsa version of Sri Lankan 
history and states: ‘Their [Aryan colonists’] seat of government was 
Upatissagama where the ‘first’ kings of the Vijayan dynasty reigned.’ 

4 This is the view based on the Vijaya myth as presented in the Pali 
chronicle, Mahavamsa. According to this myth, Vijaya, a prince from the 
Indian kingdom of Lala (near Vanga), arrived in Sri Lanka with five 
hundred other male compatriots on the day the Buddha attained arvana, 
and founded the first kingdom in the island. Mv, VI. See Appendix V. 
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'S Ludden 2002: 7. 

'© Lakshman S. Perera was the student. After completing his Ph.D., he was 
on the staff of the Department of History at Peradeniya and was later 
Professor of History at the University of Colombo. His monumental 
thesis on the institutions of ancient Sri Lanka, based on inscriptions, 
remained unpublished for a long time. It was published in 2001: The 
Institutions of Ancient Ceylon from Inscriptions (from 3 rd century BC to 
830 AD), 1, International Centre for Ethnic Studies, Kandy. 

'” Prof. Hem Chandra Ray, a specialist in ancient Indian dynastic history. 

'8 S Kiribamune, ‘Some Reflections on Professor Paranavitana’s Contri- © 
bution to History’, Ceylon Journal of the Humanities, 1, 1, 1970, 
Peradeniya: 76-92. In this article Prof. Kiribamune has given an account 
of the writings of Professor Paranavitana ‘and traced his ‘transformation 
from a very cautious researcher to an intrepid theorist’. It does not, 
however, deal with the nature and extent of his influence on Sri Lankan 
historiography. 

°° UCHC, I, 1: 82-97. 


?° For instance, S. Arasaratnam, one of the leading historians produced by 


the University of Ceylon, refers to ‘Aryan colonists’, ‘Aryan settlements’ 
and ‘Aryan colonization’ (Cey/on, Prentice-Hall Inc. New Jersey, 1964: 
43, 45, 99). K.M. de Silva, another distinguished product of the 
University of Ceylon and the Foundation Professor of Ceylon History at 
the same university, writes about ‘Aryan migration’ and ‘Aryan 
colonization’ in ancient Sri Lanka (see Note 13 above). Even a very 
cautious historian like Leslie Gunawardana, in one of his early writings, 
could not resist from referring to ‘Aryan immigrants’ in ancient Sri Lanka 
(Gunawardana 1971: 4). 

In a series of lectures delivered in the mid-sixties, mainly at Peradeniya, 


Prof. Paranavitana claimed that he had discovered lengthy documents 
containing very detailed information relating to the ancient history of Sri 
Lanka, including the island’s relations with foreign countries, on stone 
slabs in different locations (‘An Account of Alexander the Great and 
Greek Culture in a Universal History Written in the Reign of Mahasena’, 
Paper read on 31.10.1964 at the University of Ceylon, Peradeniya; 
‘Newly Discovered Historical Documents Relating to Ceylon, India and 
South-east Asia’, Paper read on 4.11.1964 at the University of Ceylon, 
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Peradeniya). What was most incredible about these revelations was the 
claim that the documents were written in minute characters (not easily 
visible to the naked eye) in between the lines of existing stone 
inscriptions. For this reason, these documents were termed interlinear 
inscriptions. Had this claim been made by anyone else, it would have 
been laughed at, but Paranavitana’s standing as an epigraphist compelled 
scholars to take serious note of it. The evidence of these so-called 
inscriptions was used in several of Prof. Paranavitana’s latest writings, 
especially Ceylon and Malaysia (Colombo 1966), The Greeks and the 
Mauryas (Colombo 1971) and The Story of Sigiri (Colombo 1972). 

* The present writer was working on his doctoral thesis in London when 
Prof. Paranavitana made the claims about the existence of valuable 
interlinear inscriptions. Unable to accept these claims, he cast doubts on 
their validity in his thesis, submitted in 1965 (p.401). In 1967, when 
reviewing Prof. Paranavitana’s Ceylon and Malaysia for the Journal of 
the Royal Asiatic Society Ceylon Branch (XI: 101-106), the present writer 
again questioned the evidence of the interlinear inscriptions. In 1969, 
after examining (along with Sirima Kiribamune and Leslie Gunawardana) 
the stone slabs on which, according to Prof. Paranavitana, the interlinear 
inscriptions were indited, the present writer concluded that the interlinear 
inscriptions were non-existent (Paper read at the Second International 
Conference Seminar on Asian Archaeology, Colombo 1969, Indrapala 
1980b). After a very detailed examination of the stone slabs, Leslie 
Gunawardana also concluded that the interlinear inscriptions were non- 
existent (‘Ceylon and Malaysia: a Study of Professor S.Paranavitana’s 
Research on the Relations between the Two Regions’, The University of 
Ceylon Review, XXV, 1&2, April-October 1967: 1-64). 

3 It is indeed very sad that such an eminent epigraphist who enjoyed for 
several decades a great reputation for his expertise had to end his days as 
a discredited scholar in respect of his final publications. The present 
writer does not believe that Prof. Paranavitana attempted to foist a hoax 
(as hinted by the renowned science fiction writer Arthur Clarke in a letter 
to the Editor that appeared in the Colombo newspaper Sunday Observer, 
12/10/1997) on the world of scholarship when he made the claims about 
the existence of interlinear inscriptions. As an archaeologist and 
epigraphist who spent a lifetime researching, exploring and excavating, 
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Prof. Paranavitana probably had dreams of discovering valuable 
epigraphs. In his late years, he probably believed that he had at last hit 
upon some important discoveries. All archaeologists must be 
experiencing similar dreams. As a layman who cannot fathom the 
mysterious workings of the human mind, the present writer can think of 
only such an explanation. Whatever the causes that led Prof. Paranavitana 
to believe in the existence of the interlinear inscriptions, this unfortunate 
controversy should not blind us to the admirable contributions to Sri 
Lankan scholarship that Prof. Paranavitana had made for over four 
decades. Born on 26 December 1896, he joined the Archaeological © 
Survey of Ceylon as an Epigraphical Assistant in 1922, obtained his 
Ph.D. degree from the University of Leiden in 1936 and became the first 
Sri Lankan Archaeological Commissioner (1940-1956). Retiring in 1956 
from the Archaeological Survey, he joined the University of Ceylon as 
Research Professor of Archaeology. He died on 4 October 1972. 


24 Prof. R.A.L.H. (Leslie) Gunawardana was (along with the present writer) 


in the last batch of students, specialising in Ancient History for their B.A. 
degree, to be taught by Prof. H.C. Ray at Peradeniya. He obtained his 
Bachelor of Arts degree in 1960 and has been a member of the teaching 
staff of the Department of History at Peradeniya from that year. He 
obtained his Ph.D. degree from the University of London (School of 
Oriental and African Studies) in 1965. His thesis was published in 1979 
under the title Robe and Plough: Monasticism and Economic Interest in 
Early Medieval Sri Lanka (University of Arizona Press). 


*5 prof. Sudharshan Seneviratne’s contribution to the understanding of the 


Early Iron Age in Sri Lanka and south India is outstanding. His doctoral 
thesis (Seneviratne 1985a) submitted to the Jawaharlal Nehru University 
(New Delhi) still remains the most comprehensive study of this subject, 
with a thorough analysis of the Sri Lankan and south Indian sources, 
including the Tamil Sangam poems. The insular approach to the study of 
the Early Iron Age in Sri Lanka was altered and the earliest phase of the 
island’s history was viewed in the background of south Indian 
developments. 

* For a discussion of these developments in the media and some academic 
publications, see Gunawardana 1995 and Serena Tennekoon, “Newspaper 
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nationalism: Si identi istori 
ism: Sinhala identity as historical discourse’, in Spencer 1990: 


205-226. 
27 
: Gunawaradana 1995:1, 
* Davies 2000: 35-36. 


29 
All i in thi 
‘ eee in this paragraph are from Hobsbawm 1997: 270 
otations in this para 
es Paragraph are from Renfrew and Bahn 1996: 509, 
31 
Th : ; : 
2 aes in this paragraph are from Hobsbawm 1997: 6, 273, 277 
a es another well-known British historian, endorses Hobsiiiwin’s 
7 Hs — Says: “Historical writings can do harm; they haved 
--- GR, Elton j . ih 
. ease » 2002, T he Practice of History, Oxford: 5.’ 
eneviratne, ‘Situating history and ‘The Historian’s Craft’’ 


-O 1 i S 
obser vation that Anti rwe lian histor 1ans In TI Lanka are In the 


expediency’. See Preface, abo 
» above, for a full . 
» Thapar 2000: xxiv. er quotation, 


What some 
contemporary local and-° Overseas anthropologists 


at the other end of the Spectrum is 


Seneviratne 2002: 4 


35 
The Mahavamsa i 
Sa 1s the product of a long historical tradition preserved in 


the Anuradhapura ruler, Devanampiya Tissa, and the establishment of 
Buddhism as the official religion of the Anuradhapura kingdom. The 
monks of the Mahinda mission brought with them the Pali Buddhist 
scriptures as well as the historical traditions connected with the life and 
teachings of the Buddha and the succession of teachers after the Buddha. 
This body of historical traditions formed the core of the history preserved 
in the Buddhist monasteries. To this were added, from time to time, 
information about major Buddhist events, especially at Anuradhapura, 
such as the founding of the first main monastery called the Mahavihara 
and the building of Buddhist monuments. In order to give a chronological 
framework for this history, the reigns of the Anuradhapura rulers were 
added with basic details such as the succession and length of reigns. 
When commentaries came to be prepared in Hela (Old Sinhalese) for the 
Pali scriptures, the historical traditions were brought together and added 
to the commentaries in the form of an historical introduction. This came 
to be known as the Afthakath? Mahavamsa (Sihafa-atthakatha- 
mahavamnsa/HeJatuva), which could be loosely translated as the Chronicle 
of the Commentary. Although originally this historical introduction must 
have contained only the history of Buddhism and information about the 
kings of Anuradhapura from Devanampiya Tissa, in time, traditions about 
the period before this king were gathered from various legends and myths 
and included in the introduction, giving a more complete picture. Based 
on this historical introduction, attempts were made later to compile a 
history of the island in Pali. One of the earliest attempts resulted in the 
compilation of the Dipavamsa, by unknown authors. It was, scholars 
agree, completed some time in the fourth century CE. A later and more 
successful attempt resulted in the writing of the Mahavamsa, in the fifth 
century, by a monk named Mahanama. At the beginning of his work, the 
author clearly states that he based his compilation on an earlier text which 
was ‘here too long drawn out and there too closely knit; and contained 
many repetitions’. He had avoided these faults and written his chronicle 
for ‘the serene joy and emotion of the pious’. For details about the growth 
of the Sri Lankan historical tradition and the compilation of the various 
chronicles, see Perera, L.S., “The Sources of Ceylon History’, Chapter IV 
of UCHC, I, 1: 46-51; Geiger, W., 1908, Dipavamsa and Mahavamsa, 
Colombo; Mendis, G.C., ‘The Pali Chronicles of Ceylon, An Examination 
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of the Opinions Expressed About Them Since 1879’, University of 
Ceylon Review, TV, 2:1-24. 

© The Mahavihara, established in the reign of Devanampiya Tissa (third 

century BCE) as the main monastery for the Buddhist monks at 

Anuradhapura, developed into one of the greatest monastic 

establishments of Buddhism in ancient times. Monks from India, China 

and Southeast Asia came to reside in the monastery for lengthy periods. It 
was renowned as a centre of Pali learning and attracted Indian and 

Chinese scholars who came there to copy and translate some of the 

commentaries on the Buddhist canon. Among the famous Indian Buddhist 

monk scholars who came to study the Pali and Sinhalese texts in the 

Mahavihira in the fifth and sixth centuries were Buddhaghosa from north 

India, the Tamil monk Buddhadatta and another south Indian monk 

Dhammapala. Among the Chinese monks was the celebrated pilgrim Fa- 

Hsien who stayed in Sri Lanka in the fifth century for about two years. He 

came in search of Buddhist scriptures and would have made extensive use 

of the texts in the Mahavihadra. Like all great establishments, the 

Mahavihira had its rivals and enemies, too. The monks of the 

Mahivihira always claimed that their interpretation of the Buddhist 

canon was the orthodox one, going back to Mahinda who founded the 

Buddhist church at Anuradhapura. This was not always accepted by 

everyone and often led to conflicts with the rival monastery at 

Anuradhapura, the Abhayagiri-vihara. In its long and memorable history, 

the Mahiavihira suffered seriously for about a decade when these 

conflicts culminated in a major confrontation with the Abhayagiri-vihara, 

This was at the end of the third century when its buildings were destroyed 

and the monastery was abandoned for nine years. 

*” Reading the Mahavamsa, one does not get to know that there were Jains 
in the island in the period after Mahinda’s mission. But an incidental 
reference in the chronicle in the reign of Khallata Naga (second century 
BCE) helps us to find out that there was a Jain monastery in 
Anuradhapura at that time. Mfv: XXXII. 

* Mahavamsa. End of every chapter. 

*’ The account of Eldra’s reign is completed in Chapter XXI and the epic 
section is introduced abruptly in the next chapter. Chapter XXI deals with 
the reign of El]fra in the same chronicle style in which the reigns of the 
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PLATE 23. 


Bharata Natya relief sculpture, Yapahuva. 


kings after Devinampiya Tissa are recounted: “A Damila of noble 
descent, named E]ira, who came hither from the CoJa country to seize on 
the kingdom, ruled when he had overpowered king Asela forty-four years, 
with even justice toward friend and foe, on occasions of disputes at law”. 
The four legends illustrating EJfra’s justice are narrated and the chapter 
closes with the usual ending: “Here ends the twenty-first chapter, called 
the ‘Five Kings’, in the Mahavamsa, compiled for the serene joy and 
emotion of the pious.” The next chapter, XXII, begins in the usual 
chronicle style: “When he had slain E]ara, Dutthagamani became king. 
To show clearly how this came to pass the story in due order is this.” In 
this manner is introduced the entire epic of Du{thagamani, from Chapter 
XXII to XXXII. The present writer is inclined to think that the whole epic 
is an interpolation. 

* My. The translation is from Guruge 1989:609. 

*' UCHC, 1,1: 144-163. 

* An example of Paranavitana’s description relates to the final stage of the 
war when the Tamil general Dighajantu marched against Dutthagamani: 
“.,.he [Dighajantu] finally came to where Dutthagamani really was. 
There, the Sinhalese champion Stiranimila was ready to defend the king; 
he drew Dighajantu from the king towards himself by fulsome abuse of 
the Tamil champion. Sfiranimila parried the sword thrust of Dighajantu 
with his shield, which he let go when the Tamil champion's sword 
pierced it, and himself stepped aside. The sword with the shield fell to the 
ground and, as Dighajantu bent down to pick it up, a mighty blow from 
Sfiranimila’s spear put an end to his career. Phussadeva blew the conch as 
he alone could blow it. The Tamil soldiers, seeing their champion fall and 
hearing the thunderous peals of Phussadeva’s conch, broke ranks and 
took to flight. The Sinhalese pursued them and caused great havoc-among 
the fleeing enemy.” UCHC, I, 1: 160. 

’ Geiger considered the Mahdvamsa as a work ‘worthy of a true epic’ and 
Winternitz described it as ‘a completed epic’, while Guruge disagreeing 
with both Geiger and Winternitz, concedes that ‘The life and career of 
Dutthagimani Abhaya becomes an independent epic poem by itself.’ 
Guruge 1989: 65, 

See Chapter 5 for details. 


PLATE 24. 
Bharata Natya relief sculpture, Yapahuya. 


4S My, XXV: 72-74. ‘In the city he [Dutthagamani] caused the drum to be 
beaten, and when he had summoned the people from a yojana around he 
celebrated the funeral rites for king Elara. On the spot where his body had 
fallen he burned it with the catafalque, and there did he build a monument 
{cetiya] and ordain worship. And even to this day the princes of Lanka, 
when they draw near to this place, are wont to silence their music because 


of this worship’ (7am dehapatitatthane kiitagdrena jhapayi cetiyam » 


tattha karesi pariharam adast ca.) These are the words in Pali indicating 
that Mahanama was referring to a cetiya being built over Elara’s ashes 
and not just a monument. 

“© For results of the excavations mentioned here, see the following: Begley 
1981; Deraniyagala 1992; Ragupathy 1987; Bandaranayake and Mogren 
1994; Coningham 1999; Carswell and Prickett 1984; 


“Multicultural Japan: Palaeolithic to Postmodern, ed. D. Denoon, M_ : 


Hudson, G. McCormack et al, 1996, Cambridge UP. 

“8 Thid. 50. 

” Davies: 36. 

°° Coningham’s observations are fully relevant to this work: “It is clear that 
the colonial framework and its preoccupation with culture history has 
created key identities, and has generated a quest to demonstrate who were 
the first and most legitimate identities on the island. Communities are 
being polarized into two main identities Hindu-Dravidian-Tamil and 
Buddhist-Aryan-Sinhalese (Coningham and Lewer 1999:864) when there 
is little evidence for such clear identities in the past...Ethnic identities, 
whilst blurred in the historical period, are invisible in the archaeological 
record, even though regional traits and dynamics within material culture 
are identifiable but the concept used to link identities in the past is 
questioned by many archaeologists (Renfrew 1987). Claims and counter- 
claims of an Indo-Aryan or proto-Dravidian linguistic foundation for the 
island (Deraniyagala 1992: 747; Ragupathy 1987: 202) ignore the fact 
that linguistic changes can occur without recourse to population changes 
(Coningham et al. 1996:94). Such changes can occur through the creation 
of a trade language (Sherrat 1988:461-2) or even random processes (Robb 
1991: 287). This question is intensely complex, as indicated by the 
presence of a strong Dravidian element in the Sinhala language 
(Godakumbure 1946: 827) and genetic evidence linking the Sinhalese 
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more closely to south India than north Indian communities 
(Roychoudhury 1984).” (Coningham 2000: 710). 

°! The Brahmi potsherd inscription is from Kantarodai (Indrapala 1973), the 
Brahmi seal inscription is from Anaikoddai (Indrapala 1981) and the 
other newly discovered Tamil inscriptions are from Fort Hammenheil 
(Indrapala 1971c), Jaffna Fort (Indrapala 1971g), Kantalay ii 
1978) and Nilaveli (Indrapala 1980). 

>? Karunaratne 1984; Seneviratne 1985a. 

*> Mahadevan 2003. 

*4 Rajan and Bopearachchi 2002. 

> One of the notable developments in the recent writings of scholars from 
Tamil Nadu on the archaeological finds in that state is the recognition of 
the flow of influences from Sri Lanka to south India in ancient times. P. 
Jeyakumar has asserted that ‘undeniably cultural elements from Sri Lanka 
must have spread to Tamilakam’ and presented evidence from potsherd 
graffiti showing influences of Sri Lankan Brahmi and Sinhalese-Prakrit 
(P. Jeyakumar, Tamifakat Turaimukasika] Thanjavur 2001: 13, 26). In 
his monumental work on Tamil epigraphy, Iravatham Mahadevan has 
drawn attention to several instances of Sri Lankan influence in the 
Brahmi inscriptions of Tamil Nadu (Mahadevan 2003). Mahadevan is of 
the view that, among the inscribed potsherds found in Tamil Nadu, ‘A 
small but significant group of pottery inscriptions is in the Sinhala-Prakrit 


language written in the Early Sinhala-Brahmi script (ca. 2” century B.C. 
to 1* century A.D.)’. These inscriptions were discovered at Arikamedu, 
Alangulam, Kodumanal and Poompuhar (Kaveripattinam). Mahadevan 
2003: 45-47, 181. Mahadevan has also published a couple of interesting 
articles on this subject (‘An Old Sinhalese Inscription from Arikamedu’, 
Prof. Kuppuswamy Sastri Birth Centenary Commemoration Volume, 2: 
279-282, ed. S.S. Janaki, Madras 1985; ‘Old Sinhalese Inscriptions from 
Indian Ports — New Evidence for India-Sri Lanka Contacts’, Journal of 
the Institute of Asian Studies, 14: 55-65, Madras 1994). A remarkable 
graffito in Prakrit from the ancient port of Kaveripattinam has been read 
as a Sinhalese-Brahmi inscription by S. Iracavelu (Pampukaril Ciika/a- 
Pirami Eluttup Poritta Matkalattuntu, Avanam 10:154, Thanjavur 1999). 

°° Pushparatnam 1993: 40; Mahadevan 2003: 61. 

>’ Deraniyagala 1992: 741-747; Coningham and Allchin 1992: 155ff. 
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°8 Weerakkody 1997. 

%° Bopearachchi 1990, 1995 and 1997. This author’s researches relate 
mainly to Graeco-Roman trade and coins. 

® Bopearachchi and Wickremasinghe 1999: 56. 

$! Pushparatnam 1993: 51. 

® Godakumbure, C.E., 1946, The Dravidian Element in Sinhalese, Bulletin 
of the School of Oriental and African Studies, 11:837-841; Peter Silva, 
M.H., 1961. Influence of Dravida on Sinhalese, D.Phil. thesis, Oxford 
University; De Silva, M.W.S., 1979. Sinhalese and other island 
languages in South Asia, Gunter Narr Verlag Tubingen; Gair, James W., 
1998. Studies in South Asian Linguistics: Sinhala and Other South Asian 
Languages, Oxford University Press, New York and Oxford. 

® Gair 1998: 4. 

6 De Silva 1979: 16. See note 80 below, for D.E.Hettiarachchi’s comments. 

6 Roychoudhury, A.K., 1984, ‘Genetic relationships between Indian 
populations and their neighbours’, in J.R. Lukacs (ed.), The People of 
South Asia: the biological anthropology of India, Pakistan and Nepal, 
New York: 283-293; Kennedy, K.A.R. 1975. Geneticists, particularly 
Soviet scientists, are investigating language replacement in Central Asia 
with the aid of mtDNA and Y-chromosome evidence: see, for example, 
Ivan Nasidze, Tamara Sarkisian, Azer Kerimov and Mark Stoneking, 
‘Testing hypotheses of Language replacement in the Caucasus: evidence 
from the Y-chromosome’, Human Genetics, 112, 2003: 255-261 
(published online Dec. 2002). 

6 Maloney, Clarence, 1980, The People of the Maldive Islands, Madras. 

*” Seneviratne 1985a: 59. 

8 Renfrew 1998: 124. 

® Tbid: 131-133; Renfrew and Bahn: 447. 

” Renfrew 1998: 132. 

” Coningham et al 1996: 94; Sherratt 1988: 461-462. 

” Coningham et al 1996: 94. 

® Ibid. 

™ Thapar 2002: 113. Discussing the spread of Vedic Sanskrit from the 
northwest of the subcontinent into the Gangetic valley, Thapar 
summarises the process of language change in the following manner: 
“Indo-Aryan was introduced and adopted, so evidently those who spoke it 
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or adopted it associated it with some advantage, such as authority, 
technological change or ritual power. At the same time Vedic Sanskrit 
itself underwent changes. Linguistic elements from Dravidian and 
Austro-Asiatic (for example, Munda) were introduced into Vedic 
Sanskrit. A period of bilingualism has been suggested when more than 
one language was used in the communication between various 
communities. Alternatively, the non-Indo-Aryan languages could have 
been substratum languages, elements from which were absorbed into 
Indo-Aryan. The Vedic corpus is the statement of the dominant group, but 

this does not preclude the presence of others.” . 

” The genetic continuity from prehistoric times seems to be indicated by 
some recent researches (Kennedy 1975). Kennedy, whose doctoral thesis 
was on the biological and cultural affinities of the prehistoric Balangoda 
people with the Veddas, argues here in favour of a biological continuum 
from the Mesolithic humans to the modern Vedda. A.K.Roychoudhury’s 
researches have shown that the ‘genetic distances among the Toda, Irula, 
Kurumba [tribal people of Tamil Nadu], and the Veddah [of Sri Lanka] 
are small’. These groups, in his view, cluster together. This may indicate 
that these groups had common ancestors in prehistoric times. 

”° Bandaranayake 1978: 83. 

” Bellwood, Peter, 1999. ‘Southeast Asia before History’, The Cambridge 
History of Southeast Asia, I, 1: 55-56. 

”§ Deraniyagala 1992: 31-33. 

”® Grierson, G.A., 1967. Linguistic Survey of India, TV, Delhi: 9. Vaiyapuri 
Pillai, S., 1956. History of the Tamil Language, Madras. 

*° Deraniyagala 1992: 748. . Prof. D.E. Hettiarachchi has drawn attention to 
a number of words in Sinhala that are not traceable to Indo-Aryan or 
Dravidian. Some examples given by him are: dpaya (surety), oluva 
(head), kakula (leg), kafa (mouth), kalava (thigh) UCHC,1, t: 35. He 
identifies the commonly used word for coconut (pol) as an Austric word. 
Several other Austric words, in his view, may have infiltrated into Sinhala 
through Indo-Aryan. Ibid: 36. M.W.S. de Silva and James Gair have also © 
pointed out this non-Indo-Aryan/non-Dravidian element in Sinhala. See 
note 64 above. 
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Chapter 1 


' Deraniyagala 1998: 1. ‘During the last one million years, when humans 
are known to have existed in various parts of India (v. Mishra 1995), Sri 
Lanka was connected to the sub-continent on numerous occasions. The 
rise and fall of sea level (due to cold/warm fluctuations in the global 
climate) determined the periodicities of these connections, the last 
separation having occurred at ca. 7000 BP (Deraniyagala 1992: 167). 
Hence it is impossible to view Sri Lankan prehistory in isolation from 
India.’ The work cited by Deraniyagala is Mishra, S., 1995, Chronology 
of the Indian Stone Age: The impact of recent absolute and relative dating 
attempts, Man and Environment, 20 (2): 11-16. 

? Deraniyagala 1992: 61. 

3 Kennedy 1990: 29. 

4 Thapar 2002: 80. 

> Allchin and Allchin 1982: 33. 

° Ibid: 36, 45, 47, 57. 

" Ybid:35. 

8 Thapar, Romila, 1977, A History of India, 1: 26. 

* Bellwood 1999: 78. 

"° Yoid: 74. 

" Thid: 55. 

” Toid. 

'3 Deraniyagala 1992: 167. 

4 Kennedy 1990: 29. 

'S Selvakumar 2001: 259. | . 

6 Yhid: 258; Rajan 1991: 37 

'7 Rajendran 1984: 9. 

'8 Rajan 1991: 37ff. 

"? Selvakumar 2001: 260. 

*° Thid. 

21 Agrawal 1982: 75. 

2 Deraniyagala 1992: 107, 269. 

3 Selvakumar 2001: 260. 

** Thid: 261. 
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5 Ibid: 264. 

6 Deraniyagala 1998: 2... 

27 Deraniyagala 1992: 469. 

8 Ibid: 300. . 

Ibid: 118. 

3° Deraniyagala 2001: 1. 

*' Tid: 2. 

» Thid: 3. 

3 Thid. 

Tid: 2. 

*5 Coningham 1999: 135. 

6 Kennedy 1990: 30. 

* Thid. 

38 Seneviratne 1985: 149. 

® Ibid. 

” Deraniyagala :3 

4 Deraniyagala : 271, 272, 487. 

Kennedy 1990: 34. 

* Kennedy 1990: 29-30. 

“ Selvakumar 2001: 260. 

45 Seneviratne 1985a: 148; Deraniyagala 1992: 707. 

“© Seneviratne 1985a: 156. 

“” Deraniyagala 1998. 

48 Deraniyagala 1992: 734 (also Deraniyagala 1998). 

* Ibid: 748. 

°° De Silva 1979:16. 

*' See Introduction, notes 63, 64 and 80. 

>? There are a number of islands in the Krishna-~Godavari Delta of Andhra 
Pradesh with names ending in —/aika: for example, Bobbar-lanka (Guntur 
District), Agadala-lanka, Gudivaka-lanka (West Godavari District) and 
Nagaya-lanka (Krishna District). There is also a placename Lanka in 
Assam. 

°3 Of the Sangam poems, Purandniiru v. 176 refers to Peru-Mavilankai and 
Cirupaparruppafai (\1.119-120) refers to Tonmavilankai, Kilmavilankai 
and Natunattumavilankai. Another verse (No.379) in the former text 
refers to Mankaik-kilavon (Lord of Ilankai). It is hard to establish whether 
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a 
this is a reference to a chief in Sri Lanka or in another Lanka. There was 
also a Mayilangai in Karnataka (Epigraphia Carnatica, Il: 147-148). It 
has been pointed out that /a#ikd is a word in the Mundari language 
(Austroasiatic family), meaning ‘a distant land beyond the sea’. The 
present writer has been unable to trace this reference or to confirm this. 

** Nilakanta Sastri 1955: 443, n.83; Madras Epigraphical Report for 1913, 
No.77 of 1913. 

°° Tennilankai occurs in a number of Tamil texts from about the seventh 
century: in the hymns of Campantar, Cuntarar and Manikkavacakar and 
in inscriptions of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. 

°° UCHC, I, 1:97. 

°” Renfrew 1998: 3ff. 


Chapter 2 


: Deraniyagala 2004: Deraniyagala 2001: 5; Deraniyagala 1992: 734 n.3. 

* Seneviratne 1985: 8-9. 

> Thapar and Rahman 1996: 274. 

“Hegde 1996: 357. 

* Seneviratne 1996: 378. 

° Seneviratne 1985: 8. 

’ The name Matirai is the original Tamil form, later Sanskritized as 
Madurai. 

* Tbid: 9. 

* Thapar and Rahman 1996: 274. 

"Tid. 

M Deraniyagala 1992: 709,734. Possehl has assigned very early dates for 
Iron Age sites in south India. For example, Hallur in Karnataka at 1255 
cal BC, Veerapuram in Andhra Pradesh at 1035 cal BC and Korkai in 
Tamil Nadu at 828 cal BC (Possehl, G. Scientific Dates for South Asian 
Archaeology, University of Pennsylvania 1990, quoted in Deraniyagala 
1992: 734). 

"2 Megalithic monuments of various types have been erected in ancient 
times in different parts of the world. In Western Europe they have been 
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found widely along the Atlantic coasts. Most of these belong to the 
Neolithic period. Archaeologists have attempted to give explanations to 
many questions about these monuments, particularly how and why the 
Neolithic people erected such big lithic structures. These monuments are, 
of course, unrelated to the South Asian megaliths. Scholars have been 
attempting to find the origin of the megalithic burial practice that spread 
in peninsular India towards the last quarter of the second millennium 
BCE. Some have argued that this culture spread to India from West Asia 
but no definite links have been as yet established between the two areas 
on this score. 

3 Seneviratne 1985: 24ff; Rajan 1991: 37-52. Fixing a satisfactory 
chronology for the Iron Age sites in Tamil Nadu is a problem in the 
absence of Cabon 14 dates for most sites. South Indian archaeologists are 
cautious about suggesting dates and tend to give late dates compared with 
the dates given by Possehl for the Hallur (Karnataka) and Korkai (Tamil 
Nadu) sites (see fn. 3 above). With regard to the sites in the Dharmapuri 
District, for instance, Rajan is inclined to adopt the view that these ‘can 
be dated to a period anywhere between 1000 B.C.-A.D.100’ and favours 
the conclusion that ‘one can safely place the beginning of the Dharmapuri 
Megalithic culture to c. 4" century B.C.’ (Rajan 1991: 46). 

4 Seneviratne 1985: 26-27. 

'S European scientists have shown interest in the um burials at 
Adichchanallur from the 1870s. The German A.F. Jagor conducted 
excavations at this site from 1873 to 1877 and carried away some skeletal 
remains for study in Germany. These are still in Berlin. The British 
archaeologist A. Rea conducted studies at Adichchanallur and Perumbair 
from the 1880s. For an interesting account of these investigations since 
the 1870s and the fate of skeletal remains taken from these sites to 
western museums, see K.A.R. Kennedy 1975: 11-14. 

6 Seneviratne 1985: 52. 

"’ Ibid: 34. 

'§ Tbid: 59. 

"" Thid. 

”° Toid: 164. 

*' Ibid: 60. 
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22 Carswell 1991: 198; Deraniyagala 1992: 732; Carswell and Prickett 1984: 
62. 

3 Seneviratne 1984: 245. 

4 The urn burials at Pomparippu were first examined in the early 1920s by 
A.M.Hocart. But it was not until 1956 that a systematic, though by no 
means extensive, investigation of the site was carried out by the 
Department of Archaeology. The results of these early studies helped to 
identify the burials as those belonging to the south Indian urn burial 
complex and to establish the similarities between Adichchanallur and 
Pomparippu. In 1970, an expedition from the University of Pennsylvania 
Museum, headed by Vimala Begley, conducted excavations at 
Pomparippu. Bennett Bronson, K.A.R. Kennedy, B.A. Hussainmiya, 
M.H.M. Maharoof and the present writer were among those who 
participated in the excavations. Begley’s reports and Kennedy’s writings 
on the skeletal remains are the latest scientific data from the site. 

25 Seneviratne 1984: 247. 

© Thid. 246. 

*7” Seneviratne 1984: 282. 

8 Ibid: 283. 

? Thid: 246-260. 

*° Ragupathy 1987: 57-62; Begley ; Deraniyagala 1992. 

31 Ragupathy 1987: 63-78, 199-204; Indrapala 1981. 

2 Ragupathy 1987. 

33 Pushparatnam 1993. 

*4 My. 19: 60; Sammohavinodani. 445-446 (ed. A.P.Buddhadatta, London 
1923). The port Kolapattana, referred to in the Milindapastha, appears to 
be Jambukola-pattana (Gunawardana 1990b: 27). 

°° Deraniyagala ; Ragupathy 

6 Coningham 1999: 137; Deraniyagala 1992: 730-732. 

37 Deraniyagala 1992: 363, 735. Stories about the Nagas in the northern and 
western parts of Sri Lanka are found in the Mahavamisa and the Valahassa 
Jataka. 

°8 Seneviratne 1984: 260-262. 

>? Bopearachchi and Wickremasinghe 1999: 7. 

 Thid. 
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"! Deraniyagala 1992: 715-730; Coningham 1999; Coningham and Allchin 
1992; Coningham, Allchin et al 1996. 

“? Seneviratne 1985a: 65. 

* Tid: 66 

“ Deraniyagala 1992: 709; Coningham 1999: 136. 

*® Seneviratne 1985a: 66. 

“© T ukacs and Kennedy 1970: 74-76 (?) 

47 UCHC, 1, 1: 106-109. See below, note 72 and Appendix V on 
Sanskritisation legends. 

“8 Deraniyagala 1992: 729. 

” Coningham 1996: 79. 

= Deraniyagala 1996: 4. 

* Tbid. 

* Deraniyagala 1992: 732; Bandaranayake and Mogren 1994: 40. 

*? Deraniyagala 1992: 732. 

* Begley 1981: 95; Seneviratne 1984: 287. 

°° Seneviratne 1984: 287. 

°° Champakalakshmi 1996:184; Maloney 1970: 604. 

57 Scholars are now agreed that the Phoenicians, who originated in the land 
that is modern Lebanon, were among the most impressive navigators and 
long-distance traders of the ancient world. ‘They were celebrated — as. 
learned scribes, who passed on the modern alphabet; as vaunted seafarers 
and intrepid explorers, who redefined the boundaries of the ancient world; 
as skilled engineers, who built monumental harbours and cities; and as 
gifted artisans, whose skilful creations were the envy of royalty’ (Markoe: 
10). Although their maritime activities were mainly concentrated in the 
Mediterranean area, it is an established fact that they also travelled down 
the Red Sea and brought back gold from a land called Ophir in the tenth 
century BCE. Most modem scholars are inclined to support the view that 
Ophir was a place in the northeastern coast of Africa, either in the Sudan 
or further south in the Eritrean/Somalian coast (Glenn E. Markoe, 
Phoenicians, London: 2000). Some have suggested southern Arabia as a 
likely location while others have proposed India. Whatever the location of 
Ophir, the Phoenicians were doubtless active in the Arabian Sea. These 
daring sailors, who are credited with having circumnavigated the African 
continent, had probably reached the shores of India in quest of trade. 
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5 Weerakkody 1997: 33. 

*° The Arthasastra refers to pearls from Pandya Kavata and Tamraparni. 
The Kautilya Arthasastra, \l, ed. and tr. R.P.Kangle, Delhi 1986: 97. In the 
Ramayana (Kavafam Pandyanam) and the Mahabharata, too, there are 
references to Pandya Kavata (quoted in Srinivasa Iyengar 1929: 53 and 
Paranavitana UCHC, I,1: 94). 

6 Korkai. For example, Akandnaru 350: 13 refers to Paratavar diving for 
pearls at Korkai. 

“! The origin of what may be called the chank cult in South Asia is lost in 
antiquity. It is closely associated with Hindu rituals and beliefs. One of 
the major deities of Hinduism, Visnu, is portrayed holding the chank. 
There are references in early lieterature, including the Sanskrit epics, to 
the chank being used as a battle trumpet. In Tamil tradition, the rare 
valampuri chank (abnormally spiralling anti-clockwise) is especially 
venerated and fetches a high price. As the chank is considered to bring 
good luck (an auspicious symbol), it is a Tamil custom to bury a chank, 
leaving part of the shell exposed, in front of the main threshold or 


doorway to a house. For thousands of years, several chank products, such’ 


as bangles, finger and toe rings, ear-rings, necklaces of chank beads, little 
containers and chank powder for medicinal and cosmetic purposes, have 
been and continue to be used in traditional Tamil society. Heppell, David, 
2001. ‘The Chank Shell Industry in Modern India’, Princely States Report 
(Journal of Indian States History, Philately and Numismatics), II, 2 
(online: princelystates.com 30/12/2001). 

* Seneviratne 1984: 278. 

= Weerakkody 1997: 37. 

“ There are numerous references to mani (gems) in the Sangam poems. 
Beads of sapphire, beryl, agate, carnelian, amethyst, lapis lazuli, jasper, 
garnet, soapstone, quartz, onyx and other precious and semi-precious 
stones were unearthed in the course of the excavations at Kodumanal 
about twenty years ago. Rajan 2001: 241; Jayakumar 2001: 248ff. 

* For a long time, several writers have drawn attention to words of Sanskrit 
or Tamil origin, referring to imported items, in the Hebrew language 
found in the Bible. One of them, cited by the historical linguist Zvelebil, 
is tukkhiyim (peacocks). This word is considered to be related to the 
Tamil word ¢dka/ (tail of the peacock). Zvelebil, The New Encyclopaedia 
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Britannica, 22: 699 (2003). P.T.Srinivasa lyengar argued, as early as 
1929, that some of the items of foreign merchandise brought to the 
domain of King Solomon and mentioned in the Bib/e, such as ivory, apes 
and peacocks, reveal Sanskrit or Tamil origin in their Hebrew names. 
History of the Tamils, Madras 1929: 129-131 (Reprint New Delhi 2001). 

°° Gunawardana 2000: 529. 

§? Tratyanar Akapporu] Urai is the commentarial text in which this legend is 
recorded, P.T.Srinivasa Iyengar provides a very literal translation of the 
relevant portion. Srinivasa Iyengar 1929: 230-232. 

°8 UCHG 1,1: 95. 

© Davies 2000: 156. 

7 Sanskritisation is the term preferred in this work to refer to the process by 
which north Indian influences spread in south India, Sri Lanka and 
Southeast Asia. From time to time, various terms have been used by 
scholars to describe this process, including Aryanisation, Indianisation 
and Hinduisation. The first smacks of racialism, the second connotes 
colonial association, while the third presents religious overtones. 
Sanskritisation is more neutral, indicating a linguistic and cultural 
influence. This term was proposed and popularised by the eminent Indian 
sociologist, M.N.Srinivas, in relation to the modern process of social 
mobility in India. Srinivas offers the following explanation of the term: 
“Sanskritization refers to a cultural process but it is essential to realize 
that it is usually a concomitant of the acquisition of political or economic 
power by a caste. Both are parts of the process of social 
mobility...‘lower’ castes which have become prosperous or powerful or 
educated like to assert their claim to a higher place in the hierarchy by 
taking on a new name and by Sanskritizing their ritual.” On Living In A 
Revolution and Other Essays, Delhi, 1992: 119. Srinivas first proposed 
this term in his Religion and Society among the Coorgs of South India, 
Bombay 1952 (Reprint 1965): 30. When north Indian cultural influences 
spread in south India, Sri Lanka and Southeast Asia, elite groups with 
political or economic power in these areas took on Sanskrit/Prakrit 
names, adopted the ritual use of Sanskrit/Prakrit and Brahmanical rituals 
and ideology. The name ‘Sanskritisation’ is used here for this process. 

™ See Appendix V on Sanskritisation Legends of South India, Sri Lanka 
and Southeast Asia. 
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” The Pandukabhaya cycle of legends are to be found in the two early Pali 


chronicles, the Dipavamsa and the Mahadvamsa. Many of the elements 
were borrowed from Indian stories, especially those relating to Krisna, as 
found in the Mahabharata and the Harivamsa. For an analysis of these 
legends, see L.S.Perera, ‘The Early Kings of Ceylon Up to Mutasiva’, 
UCHC, I, 1: 106-111. The central figure in these legends is Panduka 


Abhaya (often written as Pandukabhaya). The element ‘Pandu’ occurs i 


not only in his name but also in the names of several other important 
characters in these legends (Pandu Vasudeva, Pandu Sakka, Pandula) as 
well in a placename (Pandulagama). Pandu is the name given to the 
Pandyas in the Pali chronicles and in other Pali and Prakrit sources. It is 
also the name given to the father of the Pandava brothers in the 
Mahabharata. \n these legends, Pandukabhaya appears as a rebel hero 
who waged war to win the kingdom of Tambapanni. After his victory, he 
is credited with the foundation of a new capital at Anuradhagama, later 
renamed Anuradhapura. L.S.Perera’s conclusion is worthy of note: “In 
the story of Pandukabhaya, there is little doubt that the war he waged to 
win the kingdom and the foundation of Anuradhapura constitute the 
core of the historical tradition. He was for a long time a rebel who lived 
probably by pillage. He gathered round him a band of followers and lived 
in the eastern parts of the Island. After a series of battles, he defeated his 
rivals and established himself as king with Anuradhapura as his capital.” 
UCHC, I, 1: 110-111. The Pandu association in these legends appears to 
indicate a connection with the Pandya lineage in south India. Some 
members of that lineage were possibly involved in the contest for power 
in the new chiefdoms of the island, as they indeed were in the later 
centuries at Anuradhapura. 

® Kennedy 1975 . 

™ Coningham rightly concludes that ‘such non-scriptural graffiti are 
commonly held to indicate ownership whether of a personal or more 
corporate nature, and that as such represent a continuity in function with 
the later vessels inscribed in Brahmi and Kharoshti’ (1996: 90). Potsherds 
from the bowls used by monks and others have been discovered with 
graffiti clearly establishing ownership (for instance, Dataha pata, the 
bowl of Data): Indrapala 1973: 18-19 (see Appendix VI). 
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78 The discovery of these potsherds with Brahmi writing was clearly of 
great significance that the excavator, an experienced and highly respected 
prehistoric archaeologist, was so carried away with excitement 
particularly at the name Anuradha on one of the sherds and the language 
of the graffiti that he rushed to conclude that the potsherd “evidence does 
indeed vouch for the accuracy of the Mahavamsa” (in respect of what this 
chronicle tells us about Anuradha, a maternal great-uncle of King 
Pandukabhaya!). Not stopping with this, he went on to claim that the 
inscriptions on the potsherds “certainly support the hypothesis of a major. 
Indo-Aryan impulse”, no doubt leaving many of his genuine admirers 
dumb-founded. Deraniyagala 1992: 747.-. ‘As these inscriptions represent 
names in their dative and genitive cases’, comments Coningham, ‘it is 
assumed that they refer to the owner of the pot and whatever objects were 
contained or transported in it’ (1999: 138). Clearly the graffiti were labels 
used by traders and the conclusion is that Prakrit-using traders were 
present in Anuradhapura in the period to which these potsherds belong. 
The evidence is inadequate to claim that it validates the Mahdvamsa story 
or supports the hypothesis of a ‘major Indo-Aryan impulse’. 

7° Wilhelm Geiger was one of the first to make a proper historical analysis 
of the Sinhala language. In his account he gives the name Sinhalese- 
Prakrit to the earliest form as found in the Brihm2 inscriptions. The 
period of this Sinhalese-Prakrit is dated by him to c.200 BCE to the 4/5" 
century CE. Geiger 1938: 2. 

” UCHC, I, 1:36-38; Karunaratne 1984: 42. 

8 Karunaratne 1984: 42-43. 

” Renfrew 1998: 123-124. 

* Allchin and Allchin 1988: 299. 

*! Renfrew 1998: 132-133. 

*t Ibid: 132. 

83" Sena and Guttaka, sons of a horse-freighter, seized power at 
Anuradhapura and ruled for twenty-two years in the second century BCE. - 

= Coningham et al 1996: 94; see also, Introduction: Concepts, above. 

* Tbid. 

*© Robins, H.R. (Emeritus Professor of General Linguistics, University of 
London), ‘Linguistic change’, The New Encyclopaedia Britannica, 22, 
2003: 569-570. 
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*7 Renfrew 1998: 285. 

88 Seneviratne 1985: 162. 

® Ibid. 

” Thid: 162-163. 

*! While early Tamil texts, especially the grammatical treatise 7 olkappiyam, 
have oblique references to different dialects of Tamil spoken in different 
regions, there is no specific mention about different languages. However, 
a rare reference to the language of the Nagas is found in a story included 
in the Buddhist Tamil epic Maniméka/ai In this story, a Tamil maritime 
trader is shipwrecked in the land of the Nagas (presumably Nagadipa) 
but manages to get assistance ‘because he had thoroughly learnt their 
language’ (XVI: I1.60-61). Such a statement implies knowledge among 
Tamil-speakers that the Nagas spoke a different language. 

*? Markoe 2000: 10. A casual glance at the Phoenician alphabet and Brahmi 
will strike anyone with their similarity, There is, of course, no one-to-one 
equation between the letters of the two alphabets. But it is hard to rule out 
the possibility of one having influenced or inspired the creation of the 
other. The first letter of the Phoenician alphabet, which looks like an 
upper case K and which evolved later into the A of the modern Roman 
script, is the mirror-image of the first letter of the Brahmi script. The 
Brahmi letters for ‘ka’, ‘e’, ‘ya’, ‘na’, ‘ga’, ‘u’, ‘tha’ are similar to letters 
in Phoenician. It is not difficult to imagine local traders in the western 
coast of the subcontinent or in SISL drawing inspiration from the 
Phoenician traders who were making effective use of writing. Once the 
principle was understood, with or without the help of some Phoenician 
traders, an intelligent local trader or other elite member or even a group of 
them could have devised an alphabet which they found useful for keeping 
a rudimentary record of transactions and for labels (indicating ownership) 
to be scratched on the earthenware pots containing various merchandise. 
In fact, the Greeks who learnt the alphabet from the Phoenicians used the 
new alphabetic writing early on for graffiti on pottery (the earliest of 
these potsherds date to the second quarter of the eighth century BCE). It 
is surmised that the process through which the Greeks received the 
alphabet from the Phoenicians ‘was probably the product of a direct 
exchange between two individuals — a Greek recipient and a literate or 
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semi-literate Phoenician (priest, scribe, merchant or artisan).’ Markoe 
2000:112-113. 
3 Cook, M., A Brief History of the Human Race, London 2004: 45. 


4 Seneviratne 1984: 293. Deraniyagala 2004: Frontline interview — ‘end of 


the Stone Age is around 1,000 BC as far as Sri Lanka is concerned, and 
the Iron Age set in roughly around that time.’ June 2004. 


Chapter 3 


' Renfrew 1998: 9-19. 


? The findings of European linguists from the comparative study of 


European and north Indian languages early in the 19" century soon led to 
the promulgation of racist theories. Prominent among those who 
propounded these new theories was the French writer, Comte de Joseph 
Arthur Gobineau (1816-1882), whose racist interpretations of history had 
a great influence on the development of the concept of race in Europe in 
the 19" century. In his well-known Essay on the Inequality of Human 
Races (L’Essai sur inegalite des races humaines), published in several 
volumes in 1853-55, Gobineau claimed superiority for the white ‘race’ as 
far as intellectual and spiritual qualities were concerned. He also claimed 
supremacy for the Aryans among the white people. There were also 
others who put forward similar claims, but Gobineau’s most important 
follower was the Englishman H.S.Chamberlain (who lived mostly in 
Germany and wrote in German). Gobineau and Chamberlain are 
considered to be the intellectual forerunners of those who spelt out the 
racial theories on which German Nazism was founded. Even some of the 
reputed scientific scholars of the twentieth century, including linguists, 
historians and archaeologists, fell into the trap of racialist thinking when 
writing about the Aryans. One of the leading archaeologists of the early 
twentieth century, V.Gordon Childe, could not resist the temptation of 
giving a racialist interpretation to his ideas about the spread of Aryan 
languages: “...the fact that the first Aryans were Nordics was not without 
importance. The physical qualities of that stock did enable them by the 
bare fact of superior strength to conquer even more advanced peoples and 
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ee 
so to impose their language on areas from which their bodily type has 
almost completely vanished. This is the truth underlying the panegyrics of 
the Germanists: the Nordics’ superiority in physique fitted them to be the 
vehicles of a superior language.” (Childe, V.G., The Aryans — A Study of 
Indo-European Origins, London 1926: 212). In fairness to Childe, it must 
be said that he later regretted this interpretation. For a very 
comprehensive analysis of the Aryan theory, see Leon Poliakov, The 
Aryan Myth, New York: 1996. 

3 Renfrew 1998: 41. 

4 Ibid: 75, 76. The method of linguistic palaeontology was used to identify 
cognate or related words in the different Indo-European languages and 
then to establish the original of those words in the parental language 
(Proto-Indo-European). Using this so-called protolexicon, scholars 
attempted to recreate a physical description of the homeland. For 
example, in the protolexicon there are names of certain animals, birds and 
trees. These words were used as clues to identify the natural environment 
of the people who spoke Proto-Indo-European. To quote Renfrew, “If. 
then, we can point to some region in Europe or Asia where it can be 
demonstrated that these species were living a few thousand years ago, and 
if that is the only area where they could all be found, then that must be the 
homeland, so it is argued, and the problem is solved.” Ibid: 79-80. 

* Ibid: 94. 

6 Renfrew does not suggest a model of diffusion or acculturation for the 
spread of farming in Europe. In such a model, the existing hunter-gathere: 
population comes into contact with other people in neighbouring area’. 
with a knowledge of farming and learn the farming practices as well a: 
acquire the domesticated plants and animals. In this manner they come to 
take up farming and the process spreads far and wide. Instead Renfrew 
suggests that farming spread in Europe by a process similar to what 1. 
known as the wave of advance model (on which movements of people arc 
involved but only over very short distances). Renfrew 1998: 148. 

"Tbid: 174. 

* Ibid: 189. 

* Ibid: 190. 

° Toid: 205. 
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A good example of the view generally held by Western Indologists is to 
be seen in The Wonder that was India, written by A.L.Basham (first 
published in 1954, Fontana edition Calcutta 1971), one of the leading 
British historians of ancient India. Basham writes: “The invaders of India 
called themselves Aryas, a word generally anglicized into Aryans...The 
Aryan invasion of India was not a single concerted action, but one 
covering centuries and involving many tribes, perhaps not all of the same 
race and language. It seems certain that many of the old village cultures 
of the western hills were destroyed before the cities of the Indus_ 
vanished. ..Evidently the invaders did not take to living in cities, and after 
the fall of Harappa and Mohenjo Daro the Panjab and Sind became a land 
of little villages.’"(Basham 1971: 29-31). In his view, the Aryans 
originated in ‘the great steppeland which stretches from Poland to Central 
Asia’ and were ‘semi-nomadic barbarians, who were tall, comparatively 
fair, and mostly long-headed’. From their homeland, ‘They migrated in 
bands westwards, southwards and eastwards, conquering local 
populations, and intermarrying with them to form a ruling class.’ /bid. 

2 Thapar 2000: 82 

'3 Tn a lecture on the Aryan Question given at the Academic Staff College, 
Jawaharlal Nehru University, on 11 Ocotber 1999, Romila Thapar drew 
attention to the ‘language change’ that took place as a result of Indo- 
Aryan, particularly Vedic Sanskrit, spreading among speakers of Proto- 
Dravidian and Austroasiatic languages. Romila Thapar, ‘The Aryan 
Question Revisited’, http://members.tripod.com/ascjnu/aryan.html 
1/10/2002. 


4 Thapar : 105. 

'° Thid: 113. 

'® Thapar has summed up this view in the following words: “‘...some are 
now propagating an interpretation of Indian history based on Hindu 
nationalism and what has come to be called the Hindutva ideology. Since 
the early twentieth century, this view has gradually shifted from 
supporting the theory of an invasion to denying such an event, now 
arguing that the Aryans and their language, Sanskrit, were indigenous to 
India. The amended theory became axiomatic to their belief that those for 
whom the subcontinent was not the land of their ancestors and the land 
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where their religion originated were aliens. This changed the focus in the 
definition of who were indigenous and who were alien...According to 
this theory only the Hindus, as the lineal descendants of the Aryans, could 
be defined as indigenous and therefore the inheritors of the land, and not 
even those whose ancestry was of the subcontinent, but who had been 
converted to Islam and Christianity.” Thapar: 14. 


'7 Renfrew 1998: 182. 

'8 The archaeologist Jonathan Mark Kenoyer sums up the current opinion 
among leading archaeologists in the following statement: Contrary to the 
common notion that Indo-Aryan speaking peoples invaded the 
subcontinent and obliterated the culture of the Indus people, we now 
believe that there was no outright invasion, the decline of the Indus cities 
was the result of many complex factors.” In his view, ‘there is no 
archaeological or biological evidence for invasions, or mass migrations 
into the Indus valley between the end of the Harappan phase, about 1900 
B.C. and the beginning of the Early Historic Period around 600 B.C.’ 
Kenoyer : 19, 174. 


" Caldwell, R., 1856, A Comparative Grammar of the Dravidian or South 
Indian Family of Languages. 

*° Krishnamurti 2003: 2. The name Dravida occurs in the say Sanskrit 
texts Tantravarttika, Natyasastra, Manusmritiand Mahabharata, 

*! The word Zam/ occurs in the following early Tamil texts: Purananaru 
35:2, 50: 19, 58:13; Patirruppattu 63.9; Cirupaparruppatai 66. It occurs 
in the sense of Tamil language, Tamil country and Tamil people. The Pali 
equivalent Dami/a occurs in the Akitti Jataka with reference to the Tamil 
country (Dami/arattham). 

= Among those who have made notable contributions to Dravidian 
historical linguistics are M.B. Emeneau, T. Burrow, K. Zvelebil, B. 
Krishnamurti, J. Vacek and F. Southwork. 

3 Parpola, Asko, 1994, Deciphering the Indus Script, Cambridge University 
Press; Heras, Henry, 1953, Studies in Proto-Indo-Mediterranean Culture, 
Bombay; Marshall, John, 1924 (September), ‘First Light on a Long 
Forgotten Civilization’, J//ustrated London News, London: 528-532. 
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4 Vacek, Jaruslav, 2002, Dravidian and Altaic ‘Water — Viscosity — Cold’: 
An Etymological and Typological Model, Charles University, Prague; 
Ohno, Susumu, 1980, Sound Correspondence between Tamil and 
Japanese, Tokyo; Sjoberg, Andree, 1971, ‘Who are the Dravidians? The 
present state of knowledge’ in Andree F.Sjoberg (ed.), Symposium on 
Dravidian Civilization, Austin (Texas). 

2 McAlpin, D.W., ‘Elamite and Dravidian: further evidence of relation- 
ship’, Current Anthropology, 16: 105-115. 

° Zvelebil 2003: 697; Vacek 2002: 8. 

*7 Zvelebil 2003: 698. 

8 Ruhlen, Merritt, A Guide to the Languages of the World, Stanford | 
University 1976: 83. 

” Cavalli-Sforza, Luigi Luca, The Great Human Diaspora: The History of 
Diversity and Evolution, tr. from Italian, Addison-Wesley Publising Co. 
USA 1995: 177. The Czech scholar of Dravidian studies, Kamil Zvelebil, 
summarises the current scholarly opinion on this subject in the following 
words: “The circumstances of the advent of Dravidian speakers in India 
are shrouded in mystery. There are vague linguistic and cultural ties with 
the Urals, with the Mediterranean area, and with Iran. It is possible that a 
Dravidian-speaking people that can be described as dolichocephalic 
(longheaded from front to back) Mediterranean mixed with 
brachycephalic (shortheaded front to back) Armenoids and established 
themselves in northwest India during the 4" millennium BC. Along their 
route, these immigrants may have possibly come into an intimate, 
prolonged contact with the Ural-Altaic speakers, thus explaining the 
striking affinities between the Dravidian and the Ural-Altaic language 
groups. Between 2000 and 1500 BC, there was a fairly constant 
movement of Dravidian speakers from the northwest to the southeast of 
India, and in about 1500 BC three distinct dialect groups probably 
existed: Proto-North Dravidian, Proto-Central Dravidian, and Proto-South 
Dravidian. The beginnings of the splits in the parent speech, however, are 
obviously earlier. It is possible that Proto-Brahui was the first language to 
split off from Proto-Dravidian, probably during the immigration 
movement into India sometime in the 4" millennium BC, and the next 
subgroup to split off was Proto-Kurukh-Malto, sometime in the 3% 
millennium BC.” Zvelebil 2003: 698. 
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a es en 


© Krishnamurti 2003: 5. 

3! Krishnamurti provides a list of 26 Dravidian languages. They are divided 
into four major groups. Southern Group: 1. Tamil, 2. Malayalam, 3. 
Irula, 4. Kurumba, 5. Kodagu, 6. Toda, 7. Kota, 8. Badaga, 9. Kannada, 
10. Koraga, 11. Tulu; South Central Group: 12. Telugu, 13. Gondi, 14. 
Konda, 15. Kui, 16. Kuvi, 17. Pengo, 18. Manda; Central Group: 19. 
Kolami, 20. Naikri/ Naiki (Chanda), 21. Parji, 22. Ollari, 23. (Kondekor) 
Gadaba; Northern Group: 24. Kurux, 25. Malto, 26. Brahui. 
Krishnamurti 2003: 19. 

? Zvelebil 2003: 698. 

+8 Parpola, Heras, Knorozov. See note 23 above. 

4 Subbarayarappa, B.V., Indus Script: Its Nature and Structure, 1996. 

35 Historical linguists have identified a growing Dravidian influence on 
Sanskrit from the time of the Rigvedic hymns. Loan words such as 
phalam, mukham and khala have been pointed out as examples. A greater 
influence has been noticed in the post-Vedic texts. This includes certain 
elements in phonology, syntax and vocabulary. The retroflex in the Indo- 
Aryan languages is seen by linguists as a clear indication of Dravidian 
influence as the Sanskrit language spread widely among the non-Indo- 
Aryan speakers. The Sanskrit scholar, T. Burrow, is of the view that the 
large majority of Dravidian loan-words appear in Classical Sanskrit, 
being first recorded in such early texts as Panini’s Grammar, Patanjali’s 
work and the Mahabharata (Burrow, T., 1955, The Sanskrit Language, 
London: 386). The Pakistani linguist, Tariq Rahman, has expressed the 
view that the roots of the languages spoken in Pakistan today are both 
Dravidian and Indo-Aryan. (Rahman 2001) 

36 Thapar 1999: 13. ‘One of the interesting aspects of the linguistic study 
that has been done of Vedic Sanskrit is that a number of words that relate 
to agricultural processes — some very common words like langala which 
means plough, khala, ulukhala so on — are all words that come from non- 
Indo-Aryan languages.’ 

*7 Zvelebil 2003: 698. 

38 Krishnamurti 2003: 19-20. 

3? Gunawardana 1994: 211. 

“ Tid. 

“Toi. 
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* De Silva, K.M., 1977: 32 ‘Sinhalese were a people of Aryan origins’; 


1981: 7, 13; Arasaratnam, S., Ceylon, Englewood Cliffs New Jersey 
1964: 45 ‘Aryan settlements’, 99 ‘Aryan colonization’. 


Chapter 4 


' Paranavitana, S., ‘Aryan Settlements: The Sinhalese’, UCHC I, 1: 89. 

? Davies 2000: 145-146. 

3 See Appendix I. 

4 A good example is the Tamil lineage name Atiyaman which is rendered in 
Prakrit in the Asokan inscriptions of the third century BCE as Satiyaputa 
and, very much later, as Satyaputra in Sanskrit. While the suffix —mdaa in 
the original name meant ‘son’ and was, therefore, translated as ‘puta’, the 
proper name Atiya, which was no doubt untranslatable, was rendered as 
Satiya with an initial ‘s’. In a similar manner, IJa may have been rendered 
as SihalJa in Pali. 

The Allahabad Pillar Inscription of Samudragupta (fourth century CE) 
refers to Saimhafa (Corpus Inscriptionum Indicarum, Ill, ed. J.F.Fleet, 
Calcutta 1888: 8). An inscription from Java (eighth century CE) refers to 
Simhaja (Artibus Asiae, XXIV, 1962: 241). . Simhaja also occurs in the 
Mahabharata Sabha-parva and in the Commentary to the Arthasastra. 

An inscription (circa second/third century CE) from Nagarjunakonda, 
Andhra Pradesh, refers to a monastery called Sihala-vihara (Vogel, J.Ph., 
‘Nagar junakonda Inscriptions’, EJ, XX: 1-37). 

Hefatuva, Helabasa and He/Ju in the tenth century literary work 
Dhampiya-atuva gdfapadaya, Hejadivi in one of the Sigiri graffiti; 
HeJekuji in several inscriptions of the ninth century; and E/u in later 


wa 


an 


~ 


centuries, as in Efu-Bodhiva msa. 
The Sangam poem Pattinappalai has a reference to ‘iJattunavu’ (food 


items from Iam). 

® Weerakkody 1997: 23. 

'© Mahadevan 2003: 393. 

" Tbid: 152. Earlier, Ila was interpreted to mean Sri Lanka (the Tamil name 
Ilam), giving the words //a kutumpikag the meaning ‘householder from 
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Sri Lanka’. Such an interpretation is unacceptable as the name of a large 
region or country was not used as part of a personal name. The only 
known exception where Ila is claimed to be used with a personal name is 
the case of the Tamil Sangam poet Pitan Tévanar, who is referred to ina 
late colophon as Ilattu (of Ilam) Pitan Tévanar but this seems to be a 
later corruption. Even in this case, the poet is referred to as Maturai Ilattu 
Patan Tévanar, making it doubtful that the Tlam here indicates Sri Lanka. 

'2 Mahadevan 2003: 579, 602. Ilayar (//2tpersonal noun/ group noun suffix 
~ar) is explained by Mahadevan as a clan name. It occurs as Ila-makkal 
(Ila people) in later inscriptions. In the Tamil Brahmi inscriptions, it also 
occurs in the singular form as Efamakay (member of the Ila clan) and 
IJavan (Hatpersonal noun suffix ~ay). Because the name Ila is easily 
confused with the common adjective i/a (young), many other occurrences 
of this name in inscriptions and literature can be missed. It is interesting 
to note that in the Tamil Brahmi inscriptions, in those instances where the 
meaning of ‘junior’ or ‘younger’ is clearly implied, the word used is /a 
and not i/a. Since i/a is the known literary form for ‘junior’ or ‘young’, 
Mahadevan offers the explanation that this was probably because the 
initial i was elided in speech (Mahadevan 2003: 405). It appears to the 
present writer that the explanation may have to be sought elsewhere. La 
may be an earlier non-literary form which is still found as a prefix 
(meaning ‘young’) in a number of Sinhala words from early times. Just as 
the younger of the two Céra royalties (father and son) with the same name 
was distinguished by the epithet Za (Lan Katunk6) in the Pugalur Tamil 
Brahmi inscription (ibid), the younger of the two Tamil rulers of 
Anuradhapura (father and son) with the same name (fifth century) was 
given the distinguishing epither La (La Parideva = Parideva the Younger) 
in an early Sinhala (Hela) inscription from Anuradhapura (EZ, IV: 114). 
Among the Sinhala words having the prefix ja (meaning ‘young’) are: 
/amayd (child, boy), /adaru and Japa. 

'3 Paranavitana 1970: No.94. It would appear that from the time this 
inscription was first read, the misreading of i/a as ilu, as well as the 
reading of this name as the prefix of a longer name Ilubarata, misled 
scholars for a long time. Paranavitana’s reading (Ilubarata) was later 
corrected by Karunaratne and Seneviratne as Ilabarata. Seneviratne 
1985b: 54, n.16; Karunaratne 1984: 33-35. 
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'4 Paranavitana 1959: 87. 

'* EZ, VM: 79. 

'° Mv.,.XXXV: 15. 

'’ Pajavaliya, ed. AN. Suravira, Colombo 1961; Ragvaliya, ed. B. 
Gunasekara, Colombo 1953. 

'® Mv:,XXXV: 48. 

'? The date of the data in the Sinhala chronicles, Pajavaliya and Rajavaliya, 
is likely to be much earlier than the time when these chronicles were 
written, for the traditions on which these chronicles are based go back to 
the commentaries in the local language, known to us as the Sihaja- 
atthakatha or Helatuva 

°° Weerakkody 1997: 23. The relevant statement in Ptolemy’s text is: 
‘Opposite the promontory of Cory in India there lies the extreme point of 
the island of Taprobane, which in the past used to be called Simoundou, 
but is now called Salike. Its inhabitants are commonly called Salae...’. 
Ibid: 230. 

”) Yoid: 244. 

*? Ibid: 245. 

* Ibid: 24. 

4 Geiger 1938: 82. . “Frequently s has changed to h. Alternating forms with 
S or A are very numerous and it is obvious that those with A are more 
modern and their use in literature is increasing from century to century, 
The change itself is very old.” . 

?° Gunawardana 1990: 53. 

6 An inscription of about the third century CE from Nagarjunakonda 
(Andhra Pradesh) refers to Siha/a (EL XX: 1-37). A number of early 
Sanskrit writings have references to the name Simhala. Among them are 
the Mahabharata (Sabhaparva), tr. P. Chandra Roy, Calcutta 1912: 146; 
Kathasaritsagara, tr. CH. Tawney, The Ocean of Story, TV, London 1925: 
220. For the references in the Commentary to the Arthasastra, see H. 
Raychaudhuri, ‘Palaesimundu’, /ndian Antiquary, XLVIII: 195-196. 

77 Much has been written about the origin myth of the lion. See, for 
example, Gunawardana 1990a; Kapferer, Bruce, 1988, Legends of People 
Myths of State: Violence, Intolerance and Political Culture in Sri Lanka 
and Australia, Washington: 34. 

8 EL, XX, 5: 80. 
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~ Nilakanta Sastri 1955: 31. 

* Ludden 1999: 77. 

>! Gunawardana 1990: 53. 

32 Gunawardana 1995: 35. 

* Tid: 25. 

4 Mahadevan 2003: 393. 

35 Pallava inscriptions of about the eighth century have references to the 
Ilavar community whose main occupation was climbing coconut and 
palmyrah palms for tapping toddy and plucking nuts (Velurpalaiyam 
Plates of Vijaya Nandivarman III and the Tandantottam Plates of Vijaya 
Nandivikramavarman). Cola inscriptions, too, have numerous references 
to the Ilavar and their villages (Ilaccéri). See Appendix I. 

36 Kerala traditions are full of legends about the migration of the [lavar from 
Sri Lanka to Kerala. The community is mentioned in the Keralotpatti , the 
well-known book of historical traditions relating to Kerala. These legends 
explain how the Ilavar came from Sri Lanka and introduced the coconut 
to Kerala. For a discussion of these legends, see A. Aiyappan, Jravas and 
Culture Change, Bulletin of the Madras Government Museum, NS, 
General Section V, 1, Madras 1944; V. Nagam Aiya, Travancore State 

_ Manual, I, 1906: 398-402; T.K. Veluppillai, Travancore State Manual, II, 
1940: 14-15; C.A.Menon, Cochin State Manual, 1911: 33, 203. 

*7 Nilakanta Sastri 1955: 490, 548, 578. 

38 Coningham et al 1996. 

? Not all the words in the graffiti seem to be Prakrit. One of the words, 
timula, could be timul or timil, which occurs in ancient Tamil. Coningham 
et al 1996: 85. Timil, meaning a fishing boat, occurs in the Sangam 
poems Maturaikkafici (1.116), Paffipappalai (1.112), Purandnaru (24: 4; 
60: 1) and Kusuntokai (123: 1.5). 

“° Coningham et al: 80. 

“" Ibid: 81. 

“ Many south Indian dynasties, like the Andhras, Satavahanas, Ikshvakus 
and the Pallavas used Prakrit in their earliest epigraphic records. 

“ See Chapter 2. 

“4 Paranavitana 1970: No. 94; Seneviratne 1985b: 54 n.10. 

45 Sivaramamurti, C., Amaravati Sculptures in the Madras Government 
Museum, Madras, 1977: 303. 
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“© The inscription from Nagarjunakonda is damaged where the word 
‘Damila’ occurs. The editor of the inscription, J.Ph. Vogel, is inclined to 
restore the damaged word as ‘Damila’. El, XX: 22. For ‘Dhami/a- 
gharini’, see Luders, H., A List of Brahmi Inscriptions, Delhi, 1973: Nos. 
1014, 1018. 

47 EI, XX, 5: 79, 86. The relevant statement in the inscription is: “(he) 
thoroughly breaks up the confederacy of the T[rJamira (Dramira) 
countries of one hundred and thirteen years...”. . 

48 Jataka No. 480: Akitti Jataka (the reference is to Damijarattham). 

See Chapter 3. 

° Tolkappiyam and Sangam works, such as Puranantiru 35, 50, 58. 

5! Paranavitana gave much publicity to this inscription. One of his earliest 
writings on this epigraph appeared in the Annual Bibliography of Indian 
Archaeology, XIII: 13 ff. In 1940, he published another article in the 
Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society Ceylon Branch, XXXV: 54-56, 
‘Tamil Householders’ Terrace, Anuradhapura’. This inscription is 
included in his /nscriptions of Ceylon, I, 1970 (No.94). 

*? Paranavitana 1970: Nos. 356, 357, 480. - 

3 Karunaratne 1984: 33, 71. 

** Davies 2000: 149. 

°° Dutthagamani fought his brother Saddha Tissa. 

°° While most history books on Sri Lanka refer to Sena and Guttaka as 
invaders, even some reputed scholars fall into the trap of considering 
these two rulers as invaders. Sudharshan Seneviratne (1985 a: 523): ‘It is 

. not a coincidence that the earliest recorded invasion from south India 
occurred around B.C. 200 and it is associated with Sena and Guttaka’. 
C.R. de Silva (Sri Lanka: A History, 2 edition, Delhi 1997, Reprint 
2001: 27): ‘In 177 B.C.E., two South Indians, Sena and Guttika, seized 
power at Anuradhapura and ruled for twenty years.’ 


*’ Dy. 18: 47. ‘Saratissam gahetvana Damila Sena Guttaka duve dvadasa 
vassani rajjamm dhammena karayum. The Dv does not even refer to Elara 
as a Damila or as an invader (Dv 18: 49). 

** Mv XXI: 10. 

» Ibid. tr. Geiger 
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Chapter 5 


' Deraniyagala 1992: 711-713. 
2 Mv: XXV. Several chiefdoms of Tamil rulers, along the Mahavali River, 
are referred to in this chapter. 

The nine rulers are: Sena, Guttaka, Eldra, Pulahattha, Bahiya, 
Panayamara, Pilayamara, Dathika and Vatuka. 
4 Gunawardana 1982: 7. 


> Paranavitana is inclined to take this term to mean ‘grandson’. Seneviratne, 


3 


however, prefers’ the meaning ‘nephew/son-in-law’: Seneviratne 1985a: 
435. In the Sangam poems marumakay and its variant maruman occur 
several times with the meaning ‘descendant’ (for example, Purandniu: 
909). In early Tamil inscriptions, the plural form ‘marumakkaf occurs in 
the sense of ‘descendants’: Kuram Pallava Grant, 1.84 ‘Ananta Civa 
acariyar makka] makkaj marumakkaf , South Indian Inscriptions, 1, p.151. 
M.H. Peter Silva supports the derivation of the Sinhalese word munuburu 
(grandson) from marumakan, through the intermediate manumaraka (op. 
cit. iv, see above Introduction note 62.), which may indicate that 
marumakana in the Brahmi inscriptions meant ‘grandson’. 

® Paranavitana UCHC, I, 1: 235. 

7 Bell 1892: 69, n.3. Bell does not derive parumaka from perumakag, but 
draws a comparison between the two terms: “The word really siginifies 
‘chief? (Skt. pramukha, Elu pamok) and is applied to kings. Cf. the 


inscriptions of 10" and 11" 


century ...and Tamil perumakan, a prince, a 
nobleman.” In the Sangam poems, perumakay occurs several times with 
the meaning ‘chief? (for example, Pusanagiru: 88, 90). 

8 Seneviratne 1984: 288, n.46: 

® Indrapala 1961. That the feminine suffix in the term parumakalu (as read 
by Paranavitana) strengthens the view that the term parumaka is closer to 
the Tamil perumakan than to the Sanskrit pramukha was put forward in 
this contribution. Subsequently, the term read as parumakalu by 
Paranavitana was given the reading parumakaja (also readable as 
parumaka by W.S. Karunaratne and others. 

'0 For instance, the Sangam poem Perum paparruppafai |. 101. 
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"' Seneviratne 1992: 103. 

'2 Gunawardana 1982: 7. Cf. ayya The word ayyd in Tamil and Sinhalese 
(as well as in other Dravidian languages like Telugu), denoting ‘elder 
brother’, may well have originally meant ‘leader’ (the older brother as the 
leader of the younger siblings). It is also still used in Tamil and Telugu as 
an honorific form of address in the same way as ‘sir’ in English. 

'3 The names Ve] and Vélir occur in a number of Sangam poems: Akanda 
aru 135, 372; Kuruntokai :164; Purananaru :24. 

4 Seneviratne 1992: 112. 

'S Paranavitana 1970. The term Barata occurs in nearly two dozen records in 
this collection. More have been discovered after the publication of this 
volume — see, Dias, Malini, 1991, Epigraphical Notes Nos. 1-18, 
Colombo; also No.21, June 2001. 

6 Seneviratne 1985b: 49ff. 

' Thid: 51. 

'§ Tbid: 52. 

? Thid. 

?° Seneviratne 1985a: 411. 

*! Gunawardana 1982: 32. 

22 De Silva 1979: 16. A few years earlier, in his study of Dravidian 
influence on Sinhala, M.H. Peter Silva concluded: ‘An analysis of the 
vocabulary represented by the Sinhalese inscriptions and the literary 
works shows that there is a stratum of Dravidian loans in it’. Peter Silva, 
op. cit. 1 (see above, Introduction, note 62). 

3 De Silva 1979: 17: ‘The earliest available records show that Sinhalese 
differed from the Indo-Aryan languages of North India in a number of 
ways. The most striking difference is in the behaviour of Old Indic 
aspirate consonants which are phonemic in almost all languages but 
Sinhalese. Geiger (1935a: XVIII) thought that this peculiarity in 
Sinhalese might have been the result of Dravidian contact. Dravidian 
influence might also account for the subsequent intervocalic merger of 
voiced and voiceless stops, which, in Sinhalese, yields voiced stops 
only...Sinhalese developed this feature without exception with the 
increase of Dravidian influence on the land’. Elaborating this further, de 
Silva gives examples of Dravidian characteristics in Sinhala: ‘The non- 
declinability of the adjective distinguishes Sinhalese from, say, Hindi, but 
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puts it on the same side as Tamil. In both Tamil and Sinhalese relativised 
clauses appear on the surface as gerundive phrases while Hindi shows 
relative clauses both to the left as well as to the right of the head noun 
phrase. In both Tamil and Sinhalese sentences such as “I can ...” and “I 
want...” take the subject in the dative case, but in Hindi the subject 
appears in the nominative. There are morphological similarities too. The 
Sinhalese neuter plural affix —val has been stated as a derivation of the 
Tamil plural affix —kal (Wijayaratne 1956). There are similarities in the 
way verbal categories are recognised in the two languages. In colloquial 
usage, for instance, both languages use a neutral verb regardless of the 
number, person, etc. of the subject word. A study of morpho-syntactic 
typologies of these languages should be very productive.’ (De Silva 1979: 
22-23). 

4 Thapar 2002: 113. 

* Some of the early geographical names in the Pali chronicles also seem to 
indicate the influence of Dravidian languages. The territorial name 
Malaya, applied to the central highlands of Sri Lanka from the time of the 
earliest writings, is of non-Indo-Aryan origin. Two leading scholars of 
Dravidian linguistics, T.Burrow and M.B.Emeneau, treat the word malai 
as Dravidian (A Dravidian Etymological Dictionary, Oxford 1961: 314), 
This word occurs in many of the Sangam poems, both alone and in 
compounds such as the title ma/aiyamay (chief of the mountains), 
Purananiyu 121, 122, 123. The suffix —paffana in the names of two ports 
in the northern part of the island, Jambukola-pattana and Gonagamaka- 
pattana, is also worth considering. This suffix occurs in some ancient port 
names in south India (Kavirapattana/ Kavirippimpattinam, Nagapattana/ 
Nakapattinam and Mayitrariipapattana) and paftinam is a word found in 
the Sangam poems with the meaning ‘coastal town’, ‘coastal region’. It is 
significant that names of ports in the southern part of Sri Lanka do not 
have this suffix. Survivals in personal names, such as Kufica and Kuda 
may also indicate Dravidian influence. These epithets, meaning ‘younger’ 
or ‘smaller’ are given to a king of the second century CE (Kufica Naga in 
Pali and Kuda Na in Ely). The word kusici/kuficu is still used for ‘smaller’ 
or ‘younger’ in Jaffna Tamil as in Awfclyappu, kuficaccs, kuficu-petti, 
Kuficu Parantan. Kuda itself seems to be related to Auff/ (young onc. 
small). 


364 


*6 Bopearachchi and Wickremasinghe 1999: 56. Coin No.A.21 has the 
legend dtirana (which could be read as Utiran, but as a legend on a coin 
the name is likely to be in the genitive case, which would mean that the 
reading Utirana is correct). Comments by authors: “This coin is of utmost 
importance in that it presents us a personal name in a clear Tamil 
nominative form with an aksara na, representing an alveolar nasal, which 
is not found in Ceylonese Brahmi rock inscriptions, but which is well- 
known from South Indian inscriptions in Tamil-Brahmi.” (Ibid). Coin No. 
A.37 has the legend (ta)sapijana and Coin No, A.23 has the legend tiriha 
(Ibid). The authors treat Tasapijana as another Tamil name. Jiri is the 
Tamil form Sri and it is from this the form firu is derived. 

*7 Pushparatnam 1993: 47. 

8 Seneviratne 1992: 113. 

2° Seneviratne 1985: 54; Gunawardana 

© Turnour, G. (ed), The Mahavamsa, Colombo 1837: 100. 

3! Seneviratne 1985: 523. 

2 Mv. XXI: 13. ‘Cofarattha idhagamma rajyhattam ujujatiko Ejaro nima 
Damijfo’. 

°° Mv. XXI: 14, | 

* Legend 1: “At the head of his bed he had a bell hung up with a long rope 
so that those who desired a judgement at law might ring it. The king had 
only one son and one daughter. When once the son of the ruler was going 
in a car to the Tissa-tank, he killed unintentionally a young calf lying on 
the road with the mother cow, by driving the wheel over its neck. The 
cow came dragged at the bell in bitterness of heart; and the king caused 
his son’s head to be severed (from his body) with the same wheel.” 
Legend 2: “A snake had devoured the young of a bird upon a palmtree. 
The hen-bird, mother of the young one, came and rang the bell. The king 
caused the snake to be brought to him, and when its body had been cut 
open and the young bird taken out of it he caused it to be hung up upon 
the tree.” Legend 3: “When the king, who was a protector of tradition, - 
albeit he knew not the peerless virtues of the most precious of the three 
gems, was going (once) to the Cetiya-mountain to invite the brotherhood 
of bhikkhus, he caused, as he arrived upon a car, with the point of the 
yoke on the wagon, an injury to the thupa of the Conqueror at a (certain) 
spot. The ministers said to him: ‘King, the thupa has been injured by 
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thee.” Though this had come to pass without his intending it, yet the king 
leaped from his car and flung himself down upon the road with the words: 
‘Sever my head also (from the trunk) with the wheel.’ They answered 
him: ‘Injury to another does our Master in no wise allow; make thy peace 
(with the bhikkhus) by restoring the thupa’; and in order to place (anew) 
the fifteen stones that had been broken off he spent just fifteen thousand 
kahapanas.” Legend 4: “An old woman had spread out some rice to dry in 
the sun. The heavens, pouring down rain at an unwonted season, made 
her rice damp. She took the rice and went and dragged at the bell. When 
he heard about the rain at an unwonted season he dismissed the woman, 
and in order to decide her cause he underwent a fast, thinking: ‘A king 
who observes justice surely obtains rain in due season.’ The guardian 
genius who received offerings from him, overpowered by the fiery heat of 
(the penances of) the king, went and told the four great kings of this 
(matter). They took him with them and went and told Sakka. Sakka 
summoned Pajjunna and charged him (to send) rain in due season. The 
guardian genius who received his offerings told the king. From 
thenceforth the heavens rained no more during the day throughout his 
realm: only by night did the rains give rain once every week, in the 
middle watch of the night, and even the little cisterns everywhere were 
full of (water).” Mv.: XXI: 15-34. 

°° Mv.XXI: 21. 

°° Nilakanta Sastri 1955: 8. 

37 A remarkably similar story, which seems to have been carried to the West 
from South Asia by ancient traders, is told about Charlemagne. This story 
is found in modern books of tales for children under the title ‘Charles the 
Great and the Snake’. According to this story, the Emperor often held his 
court in the palace at Zurich. He was a just judge and ruler, and had a 
ready ear for any of his subjects who came to him with a wrong to be 
righted. He wanted the poorest and humblest of his people to be able to 
appear before his judgement-seat. He, therefore, ordered a pillar to be set 
up near the palace and from this pillar a bell to be hung. The following 
proclamation was then issued: ‘Whoever has suffered a wrong at the 
hands of another shall pull this bell and justice shall be done’. One day 
when the Emperor was sitting with his courtiers, the bell rang. When he 
came to the pillar, he was astonished to see a snake hanging from the bell- 
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rope and causing the bell to ring. Then the snake let herself down to the 
ground and slid down the hill. The Emperor followed the snake and came 
to a place where she had her nest. A venomous toad was sitting on the 
little snake’s eggs. She could not remove her enemy without crushing the 
eggs. It was this that had driven her to seek the help of the Emperor, who 
then had the toad removed from the nest, and condemned it to be burnt 
alive. When the snake’s eggs were hatched, she appeared once again at 
Charles the Great’s banquet-table, slid up to where his drinking-cup was 
standing, and dropped a sparkling jewel into the Emperor’s wine. The . 
Emperor treasured this jewel, had it set in gold and presented it to his 
wife. 


38 Mv. XXV: 69-74 . 
%° J.T.Rutnam, The Tomb of Elara at Anuradhapura, Jaffna Archaeological 


Society: 1988. In this work, Rutnam gives a detailed account of the 
references to the veneration paid to the EJara monument at Anuradhapura 
over the centuries up to modern times. After the Mahadvamsa, the 
commentary on the Mahavamsa (Mahavamsa-tika) known as the 
Vamsatthappakasini provides evidence for the continued veneration given 
to the monument. According to the commentator, even in his time, when 
processions drew near the monument not only was the music silenced, 
circumambulation of the cetiya with garlands and perfumes and 
performance of worship also took place ( Vamsatthappakasini, Il, 1.15-16, 
ed. G.P. Malalasekera, Oxford 1935: 484). The date of the commentary is 
not clearly established. Editing and publishing this work in 1935, 
G.P.Malalasekera ascribed it to the eighth or ninth century, while another 
Pali scholar, Wilhelm Geiger, was of the opinion that it belonged to a 
period between the eleventh and the thirteenth centuries. In either case, it 
was several centuries after the time of the Mahdvamsa. The Sinhalese 
chronicle Saddharmalarkaraya, written in the fourteenth century, also 
follows the example of the MaAavamsa and states that even at the time of 
writing this chronicle, the Elara dagiba (E/a/a nam dagdba) was still 
being venerated by princes who silenced their drums when they 
approached this place (Saddharmdalarikaraya, ed. M. Piyaratana, Colombo 
1971: 547). After this time, Anuradhapura was in ruins and jungle- 
covered, However, it continued to be a place of pilgrimage for Buddhists. 
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© That the EJara monument continued to be venerated by Buddhists in the 
nineteenth century is attested even by British writers. In his translation of 
the Mahdvamsa, published in 1837, George Turnour, following the 
tradition set up by the author of the Mahavamsa, adds a footnote saying: 
“These honours continue to be paid to the tomb of Elara up to the period 
of the British occupation of the Kandyan territory.” (The Mahavamasa, I, 
_p.113 fn). An interesting anecdote is to be found in the book Eleven Years 
in Ceylon, by Major J. Forbes, published in 1840, describing the 
extraordinary manner in which the fugitive Kandyan chief Pilima Talawa 
paid his respects to the Elara monument in 1818 when he passed through 


Anuradhapura: 


“The ruined tomb of an infidel is now looked upon by many Buddhist 
pilgrims as the remnant of a sacred edifice, although twenty centuries 
have elapsed since the death of Elara. I do not believe that the injunctions 
of his conqueror have ever been disregarded by a native. In 1818 Pilima 
Talawa, the head of the oldest Kandyan family, when attempting to 
escape, after the suppression of the rebellion in which he had been 
engaged, alighted from his litter, although weary and almost incapable of 
exertion; and not knowing the precise spot, walked on until assured that 
he had passed far beyond this ancient memorial.” J. Forbes, op. cit.: 233. 


Writing after Forbes, the British administrator Emerson Tennent, in his 
major work Ceylon, refers to the Elara monument in the following 
manner: “... its ruins remain to the present day and the Sinhalese still 
regard it with respect and veneration.” (Emerson Tennent, Ceylon, 
London 1860: 303). At this time, the Elara monument was referred to in 
common parlance as the Elala-sohona (tomb of Elara) and it is this name 
that is given in the archaeological reports of the late nineteenth century 
(Rutnam 1988: 5). 


What was referred to as the Elala-sohona or the Tomb of Elara is now 
identified by the Department of Archaeology as the Dakkhina Thupa. 
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There is a controversy surrounding the identity of the real Elara 
monument. See, Rutnam 1988 for details of this controversy. 

‘| The Vamsatthappakasini (Commentary of the Mahavamsa) describes the 
location of the battle fought by Elara and Dutthagamani as lying east of 
the Eldra-pathima-ghara. Op. cit.:.483, Il. 8-10. 

“ As many as twenty-two strongholds of Tamil chiefs are listed in the 
Mahavamsa. Mahiyangana under Damila Chatta, Ambatitthaka under 
Damila Titthamba, Antarasobbha under Mahakotta, Dona under Gavara, 
Halakola under Issariya, Nalisobbha under Nalika, Dighabhayagallaka _ 
under Dighabhaya, Kacchatittha under Kapisisa, Kotanagara under Kota, 
Halavahanaka, Vahittha under Damila Vahittha, Gamani under Gamani, 
Kumbhagama under Kumbha, Nandigama under Nandika, Khanugama 
under Khanu, Tamba, Unnama, Jambu, Vijitanagara, Girilaka and 
Mahelanagara. Mv: xxv 

8 Mv:xxv 

“ De Silva, C.R.: 29. 

“ UCHC 1, 1: 166. 

“6 UCHC 1, 2: Genealogical Table facing p.850. 

“7 Paranavitana 1970. 

“8 Seneviratne 1985a. 

“° Gunawardana 1982: 2. Gunawardana attributes the continuation of this 
framework in Sri Lankan historiography to a new Sinhalese ideology: 
‘However, the persistence of the influence of the ideological framework 
provided by the chronicles cannot be satisfactorily explained as the result 
of a mere lack of refinement in historical methodology. Modern 
historiography developed in Sri Lanka at a time when a new form of the 
Sinhala ideology, which drew on such traditional concepts of identity as 
those based on religion as well as on more recently acquired racist ideas 
of the Aryan identity, was gaining increasing influence . From about the 
1920s, some of the proponents of this ideology began to adopt a markedly 
hostile attitude towards the Tamil-speaking population in the island...In 
the 1950s when a particularly virulent form of the Sinhala ideology was at 
the height of its influence, it was difficult, even for academic historians, 
to question the ideological framework of the Mahavamisa.’ Ibid: 3. 

”° Ibid: 8. 
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*! Excavations at Anaikoddai in the Jaffna peninsula in 1980 brought to 
light an EJA burial with a steatite seal on a ring (Ragupathy 1987: 199- 
204). The seal has a Brahmi inscription and three non-Brahmi symbols. 
The inscription reads: Koveta. Whatever the interpretation of this name, it 
is not Prakrit. Kd in Tamil is the equivalent of the Prakrit raja and occurs 
in the contemporary Brahmi records of Tamil Nadu. It is clear that the 
name refers to a chieftain. (See Appendix VIII) Commenting on this seal 
inscription, the reference in the Pali and Brahmi sources to Diparaja and 
the associated Megalthic-BRW sites discovered in the Jaffna peninsula, 
Seneviratne concludes: ‘Kantarodai has yielded several C-14 dates 
ranging from B.C. 500-450 from the Megalithic-BRW level, which is at 
an approximate depth of 12 feet below the surface. Thus, this time span 
and craft/ commercial activity may have given sufficient time for a 
separate geo-political unit to evolve in the Jaffna peninsula during the 
Pre-Christian period, where there may have been the emergence of a 
powerful chieftain, i.e. Diparajha, over the rest of the chieftains.’ 
Seneviratne 1985a: 403. The Tamil form of this name, Tipattaraiyan, is 
found in later south Indian inscriptions. 

>? Gunawardana 1982: 32. 

3 Seneviratne 1985b: 53. 

* Ibid. Clarence Maloney put forward this identification in his Ph.D. thesis: 
The Effect of Early Coastal Sea Traffic on the Development of 
Civilization in South India, 1968, University of Pennsylvania. 

°° The word can be read as Vel or Vela. W. Saddhamangala Karunaratne 

' revised Paranavitana’s reading of ‘Velu’ and read it as ‘Vela’, following 
the clue provided by the Tamil Brahmi inscriptions of south India 
(Karunaratne 1984: 32-33 — though published in 1984, the new reading 
was included in his Ph.D. thesis much earlier). Seneviratne also adopts 
this reading (Seneviratne 1985a: 375; Seneviratne 1992: 111). 

°° Seneviratne 1992: 113. 

°7 Ibid: 112. 

*® Seneviratne 1985a: 377. ‘Some of these names are Palikada, Nala, 
Namara, Vela, Naguli, Pola, Hadaka, Nugaya, Sigara Nalu, Ruvala, Raki, 
Patakana Sata, Haruma, Ayimara, Potimasa, Palaya, Sabili, Kadali, Uba, 
Puda, ete.’ 
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°° Seneviratne 1985a: 41 1, 415. ‘...there is a strict adherence to a practice 
found in the Dravidian kinship structure, known as peyaran, where the 
grandson takes up the name of his grandfather. This was often followed 
by the parumakas.’ Peyaran (now more commonly péran) in Tamil 
means ‘namesake’ and is the common word for both grandfather and 
grandson. It is an ancient word occurring in the Tamil Sangam poems. 

® References to Jambukola-pattana are found not only in the Mahavamsa 
but also in other early Pali texts such as the Sammohavinodani My. 19: 
60; Sammohavinodani, English Tr. The Dispeller of Delusion, PtH, tr. 
Bhikkhu Nanamoli, PTS London 1996: 130, 193. The form Kolapattana 
occurs in the Milindapatiha (Gunawardana 1990b: 27). 

*! Some of the names of ancient south Indian ports mentioned in the Pali 
sources are: Kavirapattana, Mayiirartipapattana and Kantakasolapattana. 
Nagapattinam, Visakapattinam and Kayalpattinam are other well-known 
south Indian ports with the paftinam suf fix in their names. 

® My. VIII: 25; C.W. Nicholas, ‘Historical Topography of Ancient and 
Medieval Ceylon’, JRASCB, NS, VI, 1959: 75-81. 


Chapter 6 


' A linguistic study of the influence of Dravidian on Sinhala in the early 
centuries CE led Peter Silva to infer ‘that Tamil had been a medium of 
communication in Ceylon during the first ten centuries of its history and 
that Tamil literature was known in the island during the same period.’ 
Peter Silva, op. cit.: 18 (see Introduction, note 62, above). 

This is the controversial Vallipuram Gold Plate inscription. Whatever the 
controversy about its contents and language, the place name Nakadiva 


2 


occurs in this epigraph from the Jaffna peninsula and is datable to the 
early centuries of the Common Era. EZ, IV: 237; Gunawardana 1995: 10- 
11. 

Sammohavinodani. 443. This is a Pali commentrary attributed to the 
Indian monk, Buddhaghosa, of the fifth century. According to a story in 
this text, the ruler of Nagadipa bore the title of Diparaja. It is interesting 


we 


to note that this story survived among the historical traditions of Jaffna 
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and found its way into the late Jaffna chronicle, Ya/pp4na-vaipava-mdlai 
(Yvm), in a different garb. According to this story, a king in ancient Sri 
Lanka gave a promise to one of his consorts that he would make her son 
to succed him on the throne. But the prince, before he grew into 
adulthood, lost one of his eyes in an accident while watching a cock-fight. 
Later, when the prince’s mother reminded the king of his promise, the 
latter explained that it would be against the custom to make a person with 
a physical defect to succeed to the throne. But he was happy to make him 
Diparaja, the ruler of Nagadipa. In the Yvm, this story is mixed up with 
the story based on folk-etymology to explain the name Yalppanam 
(Jaffna). According to this story, a blind lutanist (ya/pat) came from the 
Cola country to the court of a king in Sri Lanka, sang the praises of the 
king and obtained the peninsula of Jaffna as his prize. Thus he became the 
founder of the kingdom of Jaffna (Yvm: 13-22). 

4 Manimékalai, Canto xxv. 

> Ibid: Canto xxiv. 

° Weerakkody 1997: 87. 

’ Deraniyagala 1992: 735. 

* Ibid: 363. 

° That the Nagas spoke a language different from Tamil is seen from a rare 
reference to their language in the Maniméka/a/,, 16: ll 60, 70. 

'© South Indian historians have been referring to this period as the Kalabhra 
Interregnum. The Velvikkudi grant of the Pandyas (E/, XVIII: 291 ff) and 
some Pallava charters (for example, the Kasakkudi Plates, S// ii: 356) 
refer to the Kalabhra rulers. Accuta Vikkanta, a Kalabhra ruler in the Cola 
kingdom and a patron of Buddhism, is referred to in the Pali Buddhist 
writings of the south Indian monk Buddhadatta (Vinayaviniccaya). 

'' Nilakanta Sastri 1955: 100-101. 

"? UCHC 1, 1: 388. 

'? Tbid: 389. 

'* Ibid: 391. 


'S Dhammaratana Thero, H., Buddhism in South India (abridged tr. From - 


Sinhala), Kandy 1968; Ramachandran, T.N., Nagapattinam and Other 
Buddhist Bronzes in the Madras Museum, Madras 1965; Paranavitana, S.., 
‘Negapatam and Theravada Buddhism in South India’, Journal of the 
Greater India Society, XI, 1944: 17-25; Malalasekere, G.P., Pali 
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Literature of Ceylon, London 1928: 106-107, 112-116; Encyclopaedia of 
Buddhism, II], Colombo 1972: 192. 


'© Commenting on the role of the Buddhists of Tamil Nadu in the expansion 


of Buddhism in Southeast Asia, Gunawardana draws attention to the 
absence of specific information about this aspect: ‘One lacuna in the 
picture that has emerged so far is the relative lack of specific information 
on the participation of members of Buddhist communities in what is now 
Tamil Nadu in this process of expansion. Tamil Nadu was another area 
where Theravada Buddhism was thriving during the period under 
discussion. The Sanskrit inscription from Vo Canh...certainly attests to ; 
the prevalence of relations between the eastern coast of modern Vietnam 
and South Asia...The name Srimara in the record, reminiscent of names 
of members of the Pandya dynasty, may be taken, as Filliozat (1969: 114- 
116) suggested, as an indication of a South Indian connection. If South 
Indians from the Tamil Nadu region were active in the eastern coast of the 
Cam kingdom, it is very likely that they were also among the purveyors 
of Theravada influences’. Gunawardana 2001: 150. 


'7 There is no agreement in the Chinese sources about the dates of 


Bodhidharma’s mission and death. While some Chinese sources place his 
arrival in China in the last quarter of the fifth century, other accounts state 
that he went to China in either 520 or 527. Similarly, the dates given for 
his death range from 495 to 532. At the time of his death, he is said to 
have been more than 150 years of age. Encyclopaedia of Buddhism, MII: 
191, 


'8 Two of the earliest Chinese sources providing information on 


Bodhidharma agree that he came from a Brahmin family in south India. 
The earliest of these is the lengthy historical work of Tao-hsuan (seventh 
century), entitled Hsu-kao seng chuan (Further Biographies of Eminent 
Monks), according to which “Bodhidharma, of South Indian Brahman 
stock, was a person of wonderful wisdom and penetrating clarity who 
understood everything he heard...He first arrived at Nan-yueh during the 
[Liu] Sung period [420-479]. From there he turned north and came to the 
kingdom of Wei. Wherever he stayed he spread the teaching of dhyana 
[Zen]”. Dumoulin, H. Zen Buddhism: A History: 87. 


'9 Nilakanta Sastri 1955: 636. 
20 Seneviratne 2003: 16-17. 
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*! With the conversion of Emperor Constantine to Christianity in 312 and 
the issue of the Edict of Milan by the Emperor in the following year, 
Christianity began its rise to dominance in Europe. In a similar manner, 
the conversion of the Anuradhapura ruler, Devanampiya Tissa, to 
Buddhism no doubt paved the way for the rapid spread of Buddhism in 
the Anuradhapura kingdom. 

* This account is based on the Periyapuranam. 

"3 The Saiva religious literature, especially the Perfyapuranam, which 
recounts the activities of the Nayandars, refers to the persecution of Jains 
and Buddhists. The punishment meted out to the defeated antagonists of 
Saivism included burning on stakes. Nilakanta Sastri is inclined to 
dismiss such claims and is of the view that these ‘stories of persecution 
are late popular legends that were put into melodious verse by the pious 


credulity of the author of the Periya Puranam’ (Nilakanta Sastri 1955: — 


635). 

4 UCHC, 1,1: 292.. 

® Thid: 293. 

© EZIV: 114. 

7 UCHC, 1,1: 364. : . 

*8 Cf. Cola princes ruling northern Sri Lanka in the eleventh century took 
the consecration names of the Sinhalese rulers and the title Lahkesvara. 
See next chapter. 

” UCHC, 1,1: 293; EZ Ul: 216. 

°° UCHG, 1,1: 294. 

* Tid: 298. 

” EZ Ill: 109, 

3 The Ulalur inscription of Pallava Nandivarman II (eighth century) refers 
to a Ciikaja meykappan. T.V.Mahalingam, Jnscriptions of the Pallavas, 
Delhi 1988: 330. 

* UCHC, 1,1: 312-313. 

°° Ibid: 383. 

°° On grounds of style, this sculpture has been ascribed to the seventh 
century. The following comments by Paranavitana on this sculpture are 
noteworthy: “This work has earned the highest encomiums from art 
critics; and, in the studied restraint which characterizes the form of the 
man, the paucity of jewellery which accentuates the plastic form, and in 
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the elongated slender limbs, the work is reminiscent of the sculptures 
executed under the patronage of the Pallavas of Kanchi.” UCHC, 1, 1: 
403. The Dutch scholar of South Asian art, J.E.Van Lohuizen-De Leeuw, 
has identified this sculpture as that of the south Indian deity Aiyanar. ‘The 
Rock Reliefs at Isurumuni’, Acta Orientalia Neerlandica, Leiden 1971: 
113-119. 

*” UCHC, 1, 1: 403. 

38 These, according to Paranavitana, ‘exhibit the elongated limbs and the 
cold severity of expression which distinguish Pallava work.’ Ibid. 

° Van Lohuizen-De Leeuw, op. cit.: 115. As early as 1930, A.M. Hocart 
identified this relief as an example of Pallava art. The Ceylon Journal of 
Science, Section G, II, 2, 1930. 

“° Bandaranayake 1974: 352. 

*' Thid: 208-209, 352. 

® For the Telugu texts, see H.H. Wilson, 1828, Mackenzie Collection, I, 
Calcutta: xliv. 

“3 The Kannada inscriptions are: a) from Tirumakudlu-Narasipur taluk, 
dated 1185, alluding to Akalanka’s defeat of the Buddhists, and b) from 
Sravana Belgola celebrating Akalanka for his victory at Kanchi over the 
Buddhists who were in consequence banished to Sri Lanka. Epigraphia 
Carnatica, Il, 54: 42-50. 

“* Approaching Sinhalese folk traditions as an anthropologist, Obeyesekere 
makes a strong case for Buddhist migrations from south India to Sri 
Lanka as a consequence of the Saiva-Vaisnava movment against 
Buddhism and Jainism. ‘The cultural data in Sri Lanka leaves no doubt 
that migrations occurred’, he concludes. Obeyesekere 1984: 523. 

“5 Using the evidence of Chinese sources, Gunawardana argues that 
‘between the third and fifth centuries A.D., a change of fundamental 
importance in navigational technology appears to have taken place, 
ushering in a transformation in the patterns of navigation which helped to 
elevate Sri Lanka, with its strategic location in the Indian Ocean, and the 
southeastern coastal belt of the subcontinent to positions of important 
intermediaries in the trade between east and west.” Gunawardana 2001: 
136. 

“© Notable work has been done in recent years, especially by Meera 
Abraham (1988), on the activities of the Manigramam. A leading 
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historian of south India, R. Champakalakshmi, surmises that this mer- 
chant community originated in the ancient Cola port of Kavéripattinam. 
In her view, ‘The Manigramam was apparently a descendant of the group 
of traders from Vanika-grima in Kavérippimpattinam, who, after the 
decline of external trade in the early period, moved into the interior to 
places like Uraiyur and Kodumbalur, where they re-emerged as 
Manigramam, an organized group of traders, by the ninth century A.D.’ 
Champakalakshmi 1996: 49. Whether they originated in Kavéripattinam 
or not, they were a well-known community in the Tamil land and find 
mention in Tamil literature as well. By the ninth century, members of this 
community were active from the west coast, in Kerala, to as far east as the 
coast of Thailand. In a copper-plate inscription of a Kerala ruler named 
Sthanu Ravi, datable to the ninth or early tenth century, a land grant to a 
Christian church is recorded. The record, which is in Tamil, names certain 
communities which ‘were enjoined to do everything in their power for the 
good of the church and its land in accordance with the conditions laid 
down in the copper-plate document’ (7ravancore Archaeological Series, 
II: 9). One of these was the Manigramam. Another Tamil inscription, 
datable to the ninth century, from the ancient port of Takua-pa, Thailand, 
records the construction of an irrigation tank that was placed under the 
protection of three bodies, including the Manigramam. (N. Karashima, 
2002: 10ff). 

“’ The Badulla Pillar Inscription of Udaya III (946-954) refers to the 
merchant community as Vanigrama, a variant form of Manigramam. It is 
Paranavitana’s view that this name is the same as Sanskrit vapig-grama 
and that ‘the Tamil Manigrémam ... is doubtless a corruption of Skt 
vanig-grama’ (EZ, V:190, n.6). The equation of Vanigrama with 
Manigramam need not be contested, for the alternative form of 
vanikkirdmam (also read as vanika-kirdmam) occurs in medieval Tamil 
literature (Tolkappiyam: Naccinarkkiniyar Urai, Taficivur 1962: 173.). 
The va and the ma do sometimes interchange in the Dravidian languages. 

“8 This early Tamil inscription from Thailand is reported to have been 
discovered about a hundred years ago in an ancient site in Takua Pa along 
with artefacts of the ninth and tenth centuries. This stone inscription (now 
in the Nakhon Si Thammarat Museum) was found among some ruins, 
presumably of a Hindu temple, along with a stone Visnu image and other 
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statues in the Pallava style of south Indian sculpture. The inscription was 
deciphered at the Office of the Government Epigraphist for India and first 
published by E. Hultzsch (1913). Later, Nilakanta Sastri gave his 
interpretations to the inscription and published it in 1932 and 1949. It was 
published again recently by Karashima (Karashima 2002: 11-13). The 
beginning of the record is damaged. Cosequently, it is not possible to 
ascertain the date of the inscription, although it appears to have been 
dated in the regnal year of a ruler whose name ended in —varma (as in the 
case of the contemporary Pallava rulers as well as many other Southeast 
Asian monarchs). It records the fact that a reservoir named Avani- : 
naranam, which was constructed by a personage whose name is damaged 
in the record, was entrusted to the Manikkirdmam, the Céndmukam and 
another body (whose name is damaged), presumably for management and 
maintenance. As Karashima has pointed out, only a few references to the 
Cénadmukam are met with in south Indian inscriptions. Since the prefix of 
this naine, Céna (Skt. Sena), means ‘army’, it appears to refer to a body of 
soldiers who were associated with the Manigramam and other mercantile 
communities. In the eleventh century, we find that the martial 
communities like the Vélaikkdrar were associated with mercantile 
communities like the Valaficiyar and were entrusted with the protection 
of religious institutions. 


* A Tamil inscription of about the ninth century, from Anuradhapura, 


records the activities of the mercantile community named Nankunatu 
(Kannada Nalku-nadu). Indrapala 1968: 35. 

°° Indrapala 197 1a: 4. 

5' The discovery of Hindu and Buddhist sculptures in Pallava style and of 
Sanskrit inscriptions in the Pallava-Grantha script in Southeast Asian 
countries has long been known. Recently, a joint Indo-Japanese project 
was launched under the auspices of the University of Tokyo and the 
Department of Culture, Government of Japan, led by Prof. Noboru 
Karashima, to make a reassessment of these Southeast Asian 
archaeological finds. The results of this project confirmed beyond doubt 
the spread of Buddhist and Hindu influences from the Pallava kingdom 
and the use of the Pallava-Grantha script in the major ports of Southeast 
Asia about the seventh century. No doubt the spread of these influences 
was greatly assisted by mercantile communities. At the well-known 
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archaeological site of Oc-Eo in Viet Nam, there is a Sanskrit inscription 
in late Southern Indian Brahmi characters of about the 6"-7" century 
recording the construction of a Visnu temple and some benefactions made 
to it. Other sites in the Mekong delta have yielded more Hindu artefacts 
of about the same period, including a set of nearly a dozen gold leaves 
with embossed figures of Hindu deities and their names written in 
Sanskrit in late Southern Indian Brahmi of the 6"-7" century. At Go 
Xoai, a site belonging to the Oc-Eo culture, a gold plate was unearthed in 
one of the ruined Buddhist establishments. The inscription on the plate is 
in Prakrit and the script, derived from Southern Indian Brahmi, is datable 
to the 8-9" century. Another inscription of the seventh century, now in 
the Ho Chi Minh City Museum, originally belonging to a Saiva 
institution, is also in a script derived from the southern Indian script of the 
Pallava kingdom. As was the practice in the Pallava kingdom, the first 
part of the inscription is in Sanskrit and the main part is in the local 
language. Ramesh 2002: 150. 

* Ibid: 151. 

* Toid: 148, 

* Tbid. It is in Thailand that the largest number of Pallava-Grantha and 
Southern Indian Brahmi inscriptions of the about the sixth and seventh 
centuries are found. This is understandable as the famous port of Takua- 
pa was on the other side of the Bay of Bengal for the merchants from the 
Pallava kingdom and there must have been very regular traffic between 
Kanchi, Mamallapuram, Nagapattinam and the ports of eastern Sri Lanka 
on the western side of the Bay of Bengal and the ports of Burma, 


Thailand, the Malay Peninsula and Sumatra on the eastern side. Many of © 


the inscriptions in Thailand are now found in the Bangkok National 
Museum and the Museum at Nakhon Si Thammarat. (Ramesh 2002: 147- 
157). 

°° UCHC, 1, 1: 383. 

*° Ibid: 68. 

°7 Gunawardana 1984: 117-118. Seneviratne 1985: 8. 

%8 See note 59. 

°° Pattinappalat. 11.283-284 —‘katu kogru nataékki kuJam tottu vajam 
perukki’. 
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6 Telugu-Coda plates: The Malepadu Plates of Punyakumara, a Telugu- 


Coda king of the seventh or eighth century mentions the raising of the 
flood-banks of the Kaveri by Karikalan. Telugu-Coda inscriptions of later 
times elaborate this legend further. Karikalan’s constructions of 
embankments on the Kéveri also find mention in the Tiruvalankadu 
Plates of Rajendra Cola I. Nilakanta Sastri, 1955: 36. 

6! The Gajabahu myths are found in the Sinhalese chronicles written after 
the twelfth century and in the Sinhalese folk ritual texts relating to the 
cult of the goddess Pattini. Among the Sinhalese chronicles that cover _ 
these myths in great detail are the Pijavaliya (thirteenth century), the 
Rafivaliya and the Rdjaratndkaraya. The accounts of the myths are 
basically the same. According to these accounts, when Gajabahu (whose 
reign falls in the second century) was ruling Anuradhapura, he came to 
know that in the reign of his father the Cola king had taken 12,000 
persons from Sri Lanka to work on bunding the Kaveri river. Angered by 
what he heard, he invaded the Cola kingdom and brought back the 12,000 
prisoners as well as a further 12,000 Tamils who were later settled by him 
various Sinhalese villages. The Pujavaliya adds that Gajabahu ‘made a 
law that henceforth the inhabitants of Lanka shall not go to work at. ° 
Kaveri’ (Pijavaliya 1895: 21). 

® In his monumental study of the Pattini cult in Sri Lanka, Gananath 
Obeyesekere has made an anthropological analysis of the Karikalan and 
Gajabahu myths preserved in the ritual dramas of the Sinhalese. In the 
Sinhalese myths, the Cola ruler ‘Karikala raises the banks of the river 
Kavéri to prevent floods and foster agriculture, and he constructs rest 
houses, all for the common weal’ (Obeyesekere 1984: 354). Karikalan is 
the good king in these myths while the Pandi (Pandya) ruler is the evil 
one. Underlying these themes, as Obeyesekere interprets them, is the 
‘widespread universalistic message of the myths: the just king serves the 
common weal and brings prosperity to the human community, while the 
actions of the evil king create a wasteland and destroy fertility and 
prosperity.’ (Ibid: 355). In Obeyesekere’s view, these are colonization 
myths (Ibid: 361-380). 

5} See note 48 above. 

* Cv. 45: 11-16. 

* Tbid 45: 19, 21. 
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°° EZ, Ml: 273. 

°’ A pamunu was ‘an estate possessed in perpetuity by a family in 
hereditary succession, or by an institution like a monastery or a hospital.’ 
UCHC,1, 1: 375. 

°8 EZ, IV: 36. 

© EZ, Il: 56. 

ie 3a ee 

™ Cv, 50: 15. 

” EZ, Ml: 38, 56. 

® For example, in the case of the immunities granted in respect of the 
village of Kinigama, the term Au/f occurs without the prefix Demele or 
Hele in the Rajamaligawa inscription of Mahinda IV. The same 
inscription also refers to another village by the name of Demel]-Kinigam 
(Tamil Kinigama). Presumably, a part of the original village of Kinigama 
where Tamils were settled had become a separate village. This would 
mean that the Kinigama of this record had only a Sinhalese population 
and, therefore, there was no need to refer to the impost levied there as 
Hele-ku/i (Sinhalese ku/i). 

" EZ, Ill: 272, 274; UCHC, 1, 1: 372... 

® The survival of Pali-derived words in Jaffna Tamil, a vestige of the period 
of Buddhist influence, is a phenomenon that should be of great interest to 
historical linguists studying the Jaffna dialect of Tamil. The word for non- 
vegetarian food in common parlance in Jaffna is maccam (Pali, macca, 
fish). Often it is used with the word mamicam (Pali mamsam, meat), as a 
compund word maccam-mdamicam. Another word for vegetarian dishes, 
which may be already out of vogue, is aratakkari, the curry of the arhat 
(Pali, arhat, a holy person). The survival of the word Aamam (Pali, gama, 
village) as a suffix in some placenames may further indicate the influence 
of Pali when Buddhism was a dominant religion in Jaffna. It may well be 
that this reflects a different Prakrit influence from that seen in the Brahmi 
inscriptions of the south where the word gama occurs. Such an influence 
may have come from Andhra, which region seems to have been a source 
of Buddhist influence in Jaffna, Early inscriptions from Amaravati, in 
Andhra, have placenames ending in gama (Kalavaira-gama, Ragama, 
Nhapitagama). 
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7 Buddhist remains in Neduntivu (Delft): Ragupathy 1987: 17; JRASCB 


XIII, 1969: I; Punkudutivu: Ragupathy 1987: 24; Velanai: Ibid: 25, 
Kantarodai: Ibid: 57ff. A Bodhisattva head in Graeco-Buddhist style was 
also found in Kantarodai: ASCAR 1966/67, G57 (April 1970). 


” “Vallipuram Buddha image: Ceylon Antiquary II, 2: plate x, fig. ii ; 


JRASCB XVI: 43; ASCAR 1966/67: G77; EZ IV: 229. Discovered in the 
nineteenth century, this standing Buddha image was gifted to the king of 
Thailand by the British governor, Sir Henry Blake, in 1906. It is now in a 
temple in Bangkok. A few years ago, Prof. Peter Schalk of the Uppsala 
University, Sweden, visited this temple (popularly known as the Marble 
Temple, in Wat Benja, Bangkok) and made a study of this statue. In his 
view, the style of this sculpture is that of the famous south Indian 
Buddhist centre, Amaravati. 

78 Parts of Buddha images have been discovered in several places in the 
Jaffna peninsula. Among these are a broken sedent Buddha image from 
Ponnalai (ASCAR for 1949: 28), a Buddha image from Mahiyapitti (P.-E. 
Peiris, ‘Nagadipa and Buddhist Remains in Jaffna’, JRASCB, XXVI, 70, 
1917: 26), a limestone Buddha image from Nilavarai, in Navakiri 
(ASCAR for 1954: 32; ASCAR for 1955: 17-19) and Buddha images from 
Uduvil, Kantarodai and Jaffna town (JRASCB XXVI, 70: 25ff, 43; Ceylon . 
Antiquary and Literary Register, Ml, 2: 96; S.Kumaracuvami, 
‘Vatamakanatilujja cila itappeyarkalin varalaru’ in Yalppana vaipava 
kaumuti by K.Véluppillai, Jaffna, 1918: 14. ). 

” See notes 2 and 77 above. 

8° See Appendix (Kantarodai carnelian seal.) 

a Nampota, M.D. Gunasena and Co., Colombo 1955. 

*° UCHC, 1, 1:383. 

* Ibid. 

% There is a reference in the Mahavamsa to a sivikasala at Anuradhapura, 
built in the time of Pandukabhaya in the fourth century BCE (Mv. X: 
102). That this was possibly a shrine for the worship of Siva is an 
interpretation one could give on the basis of what is said in the 
commentary of the Mahavamsa (Mahavamsa-tiké, 1, ed. GP. 
Malalasekera, London 1935: 207). 

8 Ludden (gifts to Brlhma0as). 

86 Chamapakalakshmi 1996: 17. 
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* Ibid: 39, 

** Ibid. 

" In the third century CE, the Anuradhapura ruler Mahiisena is said to have 
destroyed Siva temples (My. XXXVIL: 41: Mahavamisa-tikt, 685). See 
below, note 98. 

” The Chinese Buddhist monk Fa Hsien (Faxian) has noted that 
Brahmanical rituals were practised at the court of the Sinhalese king 
(Samucl Beal, Buddhist Records of the Western World, 1, Boston 1885: 
Ixxiv). 

*! Cy, XLVI: 143-144. 

” Ibid: XLVII: 23. 

” Thid LI: 65-67, 

™ The seal inscription with the name Sripatigrama in Grantha characters 
was discovered at Padaviya in 1970. The text and a Tamil translation, 
together with a plate, of the inscription was published in 1972 by the 
present writer. K. Indrapala, 1972, Ya/ppana /racciyattin Torram, Kandy: 
76, 95. 

°° Indrapala 1971. 

Indrapala 1978. 

"EZ, IV: 191, 

* That the Siva temples of Matota and Gokarna existed early in the 
Common Era may be inferred from certain references in the Pali 
chronicles. According to the Dathadvamsa (ed. and tr. B.C. Law, Lahore 
1925: 42) , there was a temple of god at the port of Mahatittha (Matota) in 
the ninth year of Kitti Siri Megha (310 CE). The existence of a Siva 
temple at Gokarna in the time of Mahasena (274-301) is vouched for by 
the Mahdvaimsa, which mentions the construction by Mahasena of a 
vihdra at Gokarna after the destruction of a temple of god there (Mv. 
XXXVII: 41). The commentary on the Mahavamsa states that this temple 
of god was a Sivalinga temple (Mahavamsa-tika. 685). 

” Tirufdnacampantar tévara uruppatikaikal, Tami] Kalakam, Cennai: 810- 
812. 

' Cuntarar Tevaram. 

'"! Tiruvacakam . 

sis Nikdyasasamgrahaya: 18; Rijaratndkaraya: 81-82. 

1 FZ, Ul: 132, 225. 
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Bharata Natya relief sculpture, Yapahuva. 


PLATE 25. 


'4 Tndrapala 1980. 

'°5 Excavations at Anuradhapura in 1892 brought to light a number of 
ruined Hindu shrines. ASCAR for 1892: 5. Three Tamil inscriptions were 
also found among these ruins. Indrapala 1971:4; South Indian 
Inscriptions, IV, Nos. 1403, 1404 and 1405. 

'°° UCHC, 1, 1: 403. 

"7 Ibid. 

'°8 Ibid. 

© Van Lohuizen-De Leeuw 1971: 116. 

"° An inscription from Anuradhapura refers to Senavarma. Indrapala 1968: 
32. An inscription of the eleventh century from Kantalay refers to the 
ruler by the name of Cankavarman (Safgha-varma for Sanghabodhi- 
varma). Indrapala 1978: 94. 

'!! Although some kings did mieet visiting Mahayana teachers, there is no 
evidence of their patronage of these teachers. UCHC, 1, 1:383. 

"2 UCHC, 1, 1: 358; Subbarayalu and Shanmugam 2002: 266. 

3 K arashima 2002: 11; Abraham 1988: 45. 

"4 Ramesh 2002: 218. 

''S Subbarayalu and Shanmugam 2002: 266. 

"6 Th her study of urbanization in south India, Champakalakshmi has shown 
that the brahmadeyas or Brahmana settlements initiated by the Pallava 
tulers, and continued by the Pandya and Cola kings, played a major role 
in the expansion of agriculture. ‘Under the Pallavas, i.e. seventh to eighth 
centuries, agrarian expansion through brahmadeyas took place in certain 
key areas in the Palar-Cheyyar valleys, invariably accompanied by 
irrigation works (tafaka = reservoir or Gri = lake), the region around 
Ka@ficipuram receiving greater attention’ (Champakalakshmi 1996: 375). 
In this respect, it is of great interest to note that the locality where the 
Ganga-tataka was built not only had a name that emulated the names of 
Pallava reservoirs but was also the best known brahmadeya in Sri Lanka 
for over two centuries. The earliest Tamil inscription that we get there, 
belonging to the early part of the eleventh century, informs us that it was 
a brahmadeya with its own village assembly or Mahdsabha, after the 
fashion of the south Indian brahmadeyas. Like its counterparts in south 
India, this village assembly was concerned with the maintenance of the 
irrigation facilities in the area. Early in the eleventh century, the Cola 
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conquest resulted in the brahmadeya being named as the RAjaraja- 
caturvedimangalam, after the Cola emperor. Later inscriptions give more 
information about this brahmadeya. When Vijayabahu I became king 
after defeating the Colas, the brahmadeya was re-named as Vijayaraja- 
caturvedimangalam, after the new ruler. Inscriptions of Gajabahu II, one 
of the successors of Vijayabahu I, show that it continued to flourish as a 
brahmadeya. (Indrapala 1978: 81-97). In view of these facts, it is very 
probable, that this brahmadeya originated in the seventh century when the 
reservoir was built and that its origin was due to Pallava influence 
through the medium of mercantile communities. 


Chapter 7 


' Thapar : 365, 366. 

Ibid: 382-383. 
Needham, Joseph, 1971, Science and Civilization in China, 4 
(Cambridge): 368, note f. ‘...it must be remembered that the Cauvery 


valley had the largest reservoir in the world for nearly a millennium, the ; 


Viranam-kulam near Jayamkonda-cholapuram already mentioned, built 


by the Cholas, a command of 22,000 acres’. Giants’ Tank, Sri Lanka: . 


‘Though holding only 4,400 acres of water instead of Parakrama’s 
planned 6,400, it was still at that time the third largest reservoir in the 
world.’ Ibid: 371, note c. 

“ Nilakanta Sastri 1955: 183. 

° Thapar: 387. 

° Nilakanta Sastri 1955: 730. 

"Tbid: 512, 653 

* As early as 923, the title ‘Maturaiyum Ilamum konta’ is given to 
Parantaka in one of his inscriptions. Nilakanta Sastri 1955: 122. For a 
discussion of this evidence, see Krishnan, K.G., 1971, Kudumiyamalai 
Inscription of Parakesarivarman — 33" Year, ET, I, 1: 19-24. 

* Cy. LIL: 41 ff. 

'° Cy, LI: Sff. 
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'! Brahmana villages and settlements were known as caturvedimatigalam. 
In the Cola period, more settlements of Brahmanas were established in 
different parts of the empire and often these had names ending in — 
matgalam or caturvedimarigalam. Nilakanta Sastri 1955: 492-493. 

2 After the death of Parantaka I, for nearly three decades (955-985) the 
Cola dynasty faced serious internal problems. ‘The relatively short 
interval of about thirty years from the death of Parantaka to the accession 
of Rajaraja I is one of the most difficult passages of Cola history.’ 
Nilakanta Sastri 1955: 140. 

? Thid: 154. 

4 Ybid: 172. 

'S STI, II, No.92. . 

16 All these names are found in Cola inscriptions in Sri Lanka. 

7 Ravikula-manikya and Nittavinoda were titles/honorifics used by 
Rajaraja I. Indrapala 1971f: 34; Indrapala 1971e: 27. 

'8 Indrapala 1982; Indrapala 1991. 

'? Thid. The inscriptions from Fort Hammenheil state that Jayahkonta Cola 
Muvénta Vélar ‘took away the crown that the Pandya had deposited as 
(part of) his family treasure in Ilam alias Mummaticdla-mantalam, the 
crown of the King of [lam and the crown of his queen, as well as the 
ladies and treasures (of the king of [lam)’. 

20 Indrapala 1978; Indrapala 1991. 

21 UCHC, 1, 1: 413. Two inscriptions of Rajendra I refer to the presence of 
a Lankesgvara in the Cola kingdom (Annual Report on Epigraphy for 
1909: No.642 and Annual Report on Epigraphy for 1956/57: No.166). 

>? Indrapala 1978: 84; Shanmugam 2004: 75. =~ 

* EZ, IV: 195; EZ, Ill: 310. 

4 EZ, HI: 310. 

5 Indrapala 1971b: 8; Indrapala and Prematilleke 1971: 25. 

6 At the time the Colas were rising to imperial power in south India, the 
political situation in China became more favourable to the development 
of close Sino-Indian trade relations. The Sung government paid particular 
attention to foreign trade by making it a government monopoly abd taking 
strenuous efforts to increase its volume. Special missions were sent to 
attract foreign traders to the shores of China (Chau Ju-kua, ed. F.Hirth 
and W.W. Rockhill, Intro. p.6 Amsterdam 1966). The Cola rulers were 
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not slow in grasping these opportunities, for we find that R ljarlja I (985- 
1014), Rajendra I (1012-1044) and Kulottunga I (1070-1120) had sent 
missions to the Chinese court (Sastri 1955:605-606). The result was a 
brisk trade in the eleventh century in textiles, spices and a number of 
luxury articles. The trade in luxury articles, however, ran into difficulties 
in the twelfth century when the drain of Chinese currency and precious 
metals resulting from the expansion of this commerce led to attempts by 
the Chinese government to restrict the volume of trade with south India 
(Nilakanta Sastri 1955: 607-608). 

*” The most recent research into into the activities of the south Indian 
mercantile communities is the Research Project of the Taisho University 
1997-2000, headed by Noboru Karashima. In the report of this Project, 
N.Karashima and Y.Subbarayalu have made a comparative study of the 
inscriptions of the Aififitrruvar found in south India and Sri Lanka and 
shown some of the problems facing those who try to understand the 
operations of this organization (Karashima and. Subbarayalu 2002: 72- 
87). 

*8 Karashima and Subbarayalu 2002: 76-78. 

°° These records are listed in P.Shanmugam 2002: 297ff. 

© Ten-ilaikai (literally, South Lanka) does not mean Southern Lanka. It 
should be translated as ‘Lanka in the South’. The prefix fez (south) is 
used to distinguish Sri Lanka from other places named Lanka, particularly 
Uttara-Lanka (Lanka in the North). The name Ten-ilankai has been used 


in inscriptions as well as in Tamil literature, almost always in poetry, for 


a long time since the seventh century to refer to the island of Sri Lanka. 
Tirunanacampantar Tévaratiruppatikarikal Kalaka edition, Cennai: 
No.243 (seventh century); Subbarayalu and Shanmugam 2002: 264, 269 
(thirteenth century). 

3! The name Afijuvannam was earlier interpreted by some to mean an 
organization of five castes (aficu = five, vannam/varna = castes) See 
Meera Abraham: 25 n. 51. But recent researches support the interpretation 
that Afijuvannam is derived from the word hafjamana (Persian 
anjuman?) and refers to an organization of merchants of West Asian 
origin (Abraham: 25; Subbarayalu in Karashima 2002:24). Among some 
inscriptions relating to a mosque (pa//i) discovered in Visakapatnam, in 
Andhra Pradesh, there are three (dated 1090) that refer to the 
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Afijuvannam. Of these, two specifically refer to merchants (vyapari) who 
belonged to the Afijuvannam of Matottam (Matota). One is in Telugu 
and the other is in Tamil. Subbarayalu and Shanmugam 2002: 236-237. 
See Appendix IV. 

32 Subbarayalu and Shanmugam 2002: 269. 

33 See Appendix IL. 

* Subbarayalu and Shanmugam 2002: 266. 

*° Thid: 3 

*© Tid: 264. 

37 Indrapala 1971d. 

38 UCHC, I, 1: 590. 


Chapter 8 


' SH, IV: 489. 

* For a discussion of the various princes who waged battles against the 
Colas from the southern part of the island, see UCHC, 1, 2: 417ff. 

> UCHG, 1, 2: 424. 

* Ibid: 425; EI, XXI: 243. 

° ASCAR for 1949: 31. 

° The period of Cola rule in Sri Lanka is still in need of a comprehensive 
study. Apart from the articles on Cdla inscriptions, two of Nilakanta 
Sastri’s contributions are worthy of note: 1) ‘Vijayablhu I, the Liberator 
of Lanka’, JRASCB NS, IV: 45-71; 2) ‘Ceylon as a Province of the Cola 
Empire’, UCHC, 1, 2: 411-416. There is also an unpublished thesis on the 
subject: W.M.K.Wijetunge, The Rise and Decline of Coja Power in 
Ceylon (University of London, Ph.D. 1962). 

” UCHC, 1, 2:433; Cv. LX: 24 ff. 

® Two daughters of Kulottunga I are known from inscriptions, namely, 
Cuttamalli Alvar and Ammankai Alvar (Nilakanta Sastri 1955: 333). A 
Tamil inscription from Sri Lanka provides the information that Cuttamalli 
Alvar was married to a prince in Sri Lanka (EZ, III: 308 ff; UCHC, 1, 2: 
441). 

” UCHC, 1, 2: 419. 
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" Cy, LX: 25-44. 

2 Kiribamune 1976: 24-25. Citing evidence from the Pali chronicle and the 
inscriptions, Kiribamune concludes that Vikramabahu I was not a 
Buddhist. As for his mother, Tilokasundari, ‘it is very likely that she was 
not only a non-Buddhist but also that her actions were directed against 
Buddhism’. 

3 CyLXIL 45; LXIV: 13ff. ‘From birth to death, the services of 
Brahmanas were enlisted for the performance of the rites prescribed for 
Indian royalty at important occurrences in life’ (UCHC, 1, 2: 534). 

'4 Inscriptions of Vikramabahu I, Gajabahu II and Nissatkamalla refer to 
many Brahmanical rituals being performed. An_ inscription from 
Kahambiliyava, in which Vikramabahu is described as one who received 
the blessings of Siva, implies that he performed Brahmanical rituals to 
receive such blessings (EZ, V, No. 39). In an inscription from 
Kapuruvaduoya, Gajabahu is associated with the Brahmanical ceremony 
of laksapiiji (EZ, V, No.38). Nissatkamalla is associated with the 
ceremony of navagrahasantiin another inscription (EZ, II: 148). 

'S EZ, IV: 194. 

'6 £7, V: 407. The husband of Parvati is Siva. 

'7 Kiribamune 1976: 25. 

"* Tid. 

Cy, LXIL: 33¢f. 

© UCHC, 1, 2:508. 

| Thid: 509; EZ, I: 130. 

°2 FZ, Il: 137, 174; UCHC, 1, 2: 522. 

3 EZ, I: 148. 

24 Daranavitana, S., 1965. ‘Ramesvaram Inscription of Nissamkamalla’, £7, 
XXXVI:23-31. 
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6 Indrapala 1981: 30. 

>” Ibid: 32. 

28 G_P.Malalasekera, The Pali Literature of Ceylon, London 1928: 220. 

*° Gunawaradana 1979: 271. 

*° Tid: 266. 

* hid. 
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32 Simalankara, ed. Buddhasiri Tissa, Colombo 1904: 42-43. 

33 Gunawardana 1979: 266. 

4 T iyanagamage 1978: 99. 

35 Cy,, LXXXIV: 7-10. 

> UCHC, 1, 2: 433. 

37 This information is found in an important Tamil record of the 
Vélaikkarar at Polonnaruva. It has interesting details about the reign of 
Vijayabahu I and confirms the evidence of the Pali chronicle in some 
important respects. After the death of Vijayabahu, a leading Buddhist 
monk invited a Vélaikkarar regiment to undertake the protection of the - 
Temple of the Tooth Relic (See Appendix IV ). 

38 § Pathmanathan, ‘Vikramabahu II and Vikrama Salamevan’, Sri Lanka 
Journal of the Humanities, XIX, 1& 2, 1993: 100. 

3° Cy, LXIII: 24-29. 

“© UCHC, 1, 2: 491 ff. 

“\ Thid: 589. 

” Liyanagamage 1978: 135, 138. 

43 Nilakanta Sastri 1955: 458. 

 UCHC.1; 2: 591, : 

45 tn the words of the Pali chronicle, some of the defeated Tamil soldiers in 
south India, ‘at the command of the ruler of Lanka who thought to have 
all the cetiyas formerly destroyed by the Damilas rebuilt by them, he [the 
Sinhalese commander Lankapura] had brought to Lanka and the work of 
restoration begun on the Ratanavaluka cetiya.’ Cv. LXXVI: 103-104. In 
another place, the chronicle further states that Lankapura, after having 
made over the government of the Pandya kingdom to Vira Pandya, ‘sent 
with speed to Sihala the many horses, men and elephants captured from 
the Cola country and from the Pandu land.’ Cv. LXXVII: 103. Later, 
Parakramabahu I ‘also had the Mahathipa erected which bore the name 
of Damilathiipa because it had been built by the Damilas who had been 
brought hither after the conquest of the Pandu kingdom.’ Cv. LXVUI: 76- 
77. 

46 Cy, LXXVIII: 76-77. 

7 The inscriptions of the Aiffitrruvar, for instance, refer to various groups 
of professionals and others associated with them. Among them are 
artisans and servant groups. Karashima and Subbarayalu 2002: 78. 
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* See Chapter 7, note 3. 
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° The absence of Aififidrruvar records at Gokarna and Ma§atota is not 
difficult to explain. The temples at these two sites were completely razed 
to the ground by the Portuguese early in the seventeenth century and the 
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forts. Some of the stones with Cola inscriptions have been found in the 
forts at Trincomalee, Jaffna and Kayts. 

6 Subbarayalu and Shanmugam 2002: 249, 251, 264, 265; Subbarayalu 
2004: 69-70. 

? See Chapter 7, note 30. 

” Subbarayalu and Shanmugam 2002: 264, 269. 
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® Indrapala 1963: 68-69. 
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Epilogue 


' A series of thirteen popular articles, under the title ‘Tamils in Ancient Sri 
Lanka’ were published in 1969 (May-August) in the Sunday edition of 
the Sri Lankan Tamil daily Virakécari. That there were close relations 
between the prehistoric peoples of Sri Lanka and south India and that the 
Sinhalese ethnic group evolved in the island as a result of Prakritic 
influences that spread among the prehistoric people were among the 
views presented in these articles. 

2 Ananda Kentish Coomaraswamy (1877-1947), whom many consider as 
‘exemplar for scholar, critic, and teacher’, died within three weeks after 
his seventieth birthday. Shortly before his death, at his last public 
appearance, he said: “I should like to emphasize that I have never built up 
a philosophy of my own or wished to establish a new school of thought. 
Perhaps the greatest thing I have learned is never to think for myself; I 
fully agree with Andre Gide, that ‘Toutes choses sont dites deja!’ and 
what I have sought is to understand what has been said, while taking no 
account of the ‘inferior philosophers’. Holding with Heraclitus that the 
Word is common to all, and that wisdom is to know the Will whereby all 
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things are steered, | am convinced with [Alfred] Jeremias that the human 
cultures in their apparent diversity are but dialects of one and the same 
language of the spirit, that there is a ‘common universe of discourse’ 
transcending the difference in tongues.” Quoted in Ray Livingston, The 
Traditional Theory of Literature, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press 1962: 7. 

2 Consider, for example, the reference to one of the rulers of the northern 
kingdom as ‘Tennilaikaikkoy’ (King of Lanka) in the Tamil source 
Kailayamalai, ed. Ca. Vé. Jampuliikam Pillai, Chennai 1939: 6. Cf. *7enn 
ilaikaikkon’ used for the Polonnaruva ruler Nissanka Malla in the Tamil 
inscription from Panduvasnuvara (Krishnan, K.G., ‘Notes on the Tamil 
inscription from Panduvasnuvara’, University of Ceylon Review, XX, 1, 
April 1962: 15). The title ‘Lavikesvara’ was used by the Polonnaruva 
rulers (e.g., Vikramabahu I and Nissanka Malla) as well as by later 
Sinahalese rulers even as late as the eighteenth century (e.g., Kirti Sri 
Rajasinha). 
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7 Paranavitana, S., The Shrine of Upulvan at Devundara, Colombo 1953: 
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282-290. 

'4 Sarachchandra’s comments on the dance sculptures: “In the stone friezes 
at Yapahuva and Gadalddeniya, and the wood carvings at Embekke 
Devalaya women are represented in traditional dance poses such as are 
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described by Bharata. The dancing figures at Yapahuva are similar to the 
figures on the walls of the Hindu temple at Chidambaram, and among the 
dance poses one can recognise the Siva Natara ja, Catura, Karihasta, 
Gandastci, and Nikuficita poses. Besides this, a large number of female 
figures are represented, both in the sculptures as well as in the paintings 

of various periods, in classical dance poses. Even the female figure in the 
lamp recently discovered at Dedigama is represented as executing a 
similar classical dance pose.” Sarachchandra 1966: 16. 


5 UCHC, I, 2: 780. _ 

© Thid: 782. 

" Thid: 792. 

'8 Thid: 776. 

'9 Gunawardana 1990: 66. 

20 The poet is Alagiyavanna (which name itself is of Tamil origin), 


described by K.N.O Dharmadasa as ‘the last flicker in the flame of a 
poetic tradition that had flourished since the Muvadevdavata aand the | 
Sasadavata of the twelfth century’ and ‘the only learned poet of the 16" 
century’. University of Sri Lanka History of Sri Lanka, Ul: 473. 
Alagiyavanna, in his Subhasitaya, says that he composed this work for the 
benefit of ‘the creatures who are ignorant of Tamil, Sanskrit and Pali’ 
(demajJa saku magada nohasala sataja) — Subhdasitaya, Educational 
Publications Department, Colombo 1979: v.5. 


21 Rasanayagam, C., Ancient Jaffna, New Delhi 1984: 350 (Reprint). 
2 Gunawardana 1990: 66. 
23 Ibid: 67, 83. “There are several instances of members of the nobility and 


the gentry using the Grantha and Tamil scripts in their signatures. See, for 
‘instance, the signature of Dumbara Rajakaruna Mudiyansé in documents 
dated in the years 1688 and 1714 of the Saka era (Sri Lanka National 
Archives Documents Nos. 5/63/67/-3 and 12).” 


24 Godakumbura 1955: 323. Gunawardana considers the author of | 


Namavaliya to be ‘a Tamil prince who was married to the king’s 
daughter’. Gunawardana 1990: 66. 


25 Hevawasam, P.B.G., Pantis Kdlamurakavi, Colombo 1974; Obeyesekere 


1984. The Sinhala term pantis kolamura, meaning ‘thirty-five ritual texts’ 
or ‘thirty-five songbooks’, refer to a compendium of the textual traditions 
relating to the Pattini cult in Sri Lanka. These texts have been edited and 
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published by Hevawasam while Obeyesekere has made an in-depth 
analysis of these for his research on the Pattini cult. 
°° Obeyesekere 1984: 523. 


77 De Silva, C.R., Expulsion of the Portuguese from Sri Lanka, University of 


Sri Lanka History of Sri Lanka, UW: 179-180. The weaver caste of Caliyar 
find mention in the south Indian inscriptions of the Cola period. The 
migration of this caste to Sri Lanka may have begun as early as the 
eleventh or the twelfth century. De Silva states: ‘...the saldgamas, who 
were an important group which had migrated from the Malabar Coast 
between the thirteenth and the sixteenth centuries had originally been 
primarily weavers. Some of them had been ordered by the king of Kotte 
to peel cinnamon. With the rising demand for cinnamon there was a 
tendency to enlist all of them for cinnamon peeling. In time, members of 
other castes too were required to peel cinnamon and there are instances of 
karava, hunu and batgam people performing this task. In course of time 
these peelers were absorbed by the salagama caste...By the sixteenth 
century, the new immigrant kardva and salagama groups were developing 
an identification with an occupation but had not as yet developed a ritual 
connection with the goyigamas.’ Obeyesekere is, however, inclined to 
treat the Salagama as later immigrants: ‘The salagama caste were 
weavers, later cinnamon peelers, from Malabar who were brought to the 
south coast by the Portuguese...The original settlers of the West and 
South were Sinhala goyigama (farmers), some of them originally from 
Malabar. Much later, in early Portuguese times, there were immigrations 
of kardva (fishermen, karaiyar of South India) and salagama.’ 
Obeyesekere 1984: 527. 

*8 Referring to the ‘significant changes in the composition of the population 
of the island’ in the period after the fall of Polonnaruva, Leslie 
Gunawardana notes: ‘Myths of this period reflect the distribution of the 
immigrant population over different parts of the island, especially in the 
northern, western and southern coastal regions. These groups of 
immigrants who originally spoke different languages came to be absorbed 
into the two main linguistic groups in the island. Their incorporation and 
assimilation seems to have been slow and long-drawn; but it was a 
relentless process in that few retained their original languages or group 
identities for any considerable length of time. Nevertheless, this very 


394 


Pa I ht ee 
process of incorporation did leave its impact on the polity and on what 
came to be perceived as Sinhala culture.’ Gunawardana 1990: 65. 


29 Goonewardene, K.W., Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society Sri Lanka 


Branch, 1995. The founding fathers of some of the leading families in the 
modern political history of Sri Lanka, it must be remembered, were 
themselves migrants from south India in the period after the fall of the 
ancient kingdoms. The founding father of the Bandaranaike family, 
according to their family traditions, was Nilapperumal, who came to the 
island in the fifteenth century. Prof. Yasmine Gooneratne, herself a 
member of the Bandaranaike family, traces the origin of the family name 
using family traditions in the following manner: ‘[The founding 
personage,] serving under the Kings of Kandy and bearing the name 
Neela Perumal, was made high priest of the Temple of the God Saman, 
and commanded to take the name of Nayaka Pandaram (Chief Record 
Keeper) in 1454. If the tradition has truth in it, we may surmise that the 
Indian name of Nayaka Pandaram came in time to adopt the form of 
Pandara Nayaka. By the time it had turned into the Sinhalese 
Bandaranaike, the Hinduism of its bearers had been replaced by 
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(sometimes rendered as Tambi) Mudaliyar in early nineteenth century 
British documents, arrived in Colombo in the time of Dutch rule. Two 
eminent professors, one from the University of Peradeniya and the other 
from Columbia University, have researched into the ancestry of President 
J.R. Jayawardene and concluded: that Don Adrian Wijesinghe 
Jayawardene (died 1830), a direct paternal ancestor of the President, “was 
descended from a family of the Chetty community, a community of 
traders, which had emigrated from the Coromandel coast in India in the 
early years of Dutch rule in the mid-17" century and settled in the vicinity 
of Colombo...by the time he [Adrian] himself appears on the stage of Sri 
Lanka’s history at the tail-end of the eighteenth century the process of 
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Wriggins, Howard, 1988, J.R. Jayawardene of Sri Lanka: A Political 
Biography, London: 22. Coromandel (from Chola-mandala) was the name 
given in European writings for the Tamil Nadu part of the eastern coast of 
India. Also, James T.Rutnam, 1957, ‘Tambi Mudaliyar’s legacy’, 
Tribune, August 30, Colombo. 
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ADDENDUM 


While this work was in the press, the author had occasion to learn 
about some very recent developments in field archaeology in Sri 
Lanka and south India, especially the interesting finds relating to the 
Early Iron Age at the Jetavanarama site, Anuradhapura (where Prof. 
Sudharshan Seneviratne is directing excavations), and at 
Adichchanallur in Tamil Nadu (where Dr. T. Satyamurthy is directing 
excavations). No doubt, the results of these excavations, when 
released in final reports, will have a direct bearing on some of the 
matters discussed in this work. But there is one announcement, 
coming from Adichchanallur, that is worthy of mention here. Dr. 
Satyamurthy, according to the media (The Hindu, Chennai 17 
February 2005: 13), has unearthed an urn with writing in a ‘very 
rudimentary Tamil-Brahmi’ script for which he has proposed, on the 
basis of preliminary thermo-luminescence dating of the urn, a date 
as far back as c. 500 BCE.* This is indeed interesting in view of the 
fact that leading epigraphists are still struggling to come to terms 
with a similar date assigned to certain potsherd graffiti from 
Anuradhapura by Dr. Siran Deraniyagala, Dr. Robin Coningham and 
Prof. F.R. Allchin. The new discovery has great relevance to some 
of the issues about the Brahmi script discussed in this work.. One 
has to await the publication of the results of the new Adichchanallur 
excavations for any further comment. 


15 March 2005 


* The author is thankful to Dr. Siran deraniyagala for drawing his attention to 
this news item. 
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This long awaited publi ication embodies The evolution of the Sinhalese and 
» othe.researches of a lifetime undertaken ‘Sri Lankan, ‘Tamil identities i isseen asa 
by Dr. K. Indrapala from the time he process that continued until'modern 
“started his career as an academic i in | — | times with various south Indian. \- 
ota _ the University of Ceylon in 1960 and — _ATelugu, Kerala, Kannada and Tulu) as 
gives shape to his long held, though | “well as Southeast Asian (Malay) 
~ often controversial, views that the elements contributing to both. Sroups, 
Ske a - Sinhalese and the Tamils of Sri lanka apart from elements from-each group . 
are descended from common ancestors —-| “Setting assimilated with the other. 
who lived in that country in prehistoric 
and protohistoric times and have a 
shared history going back to over two 
thousand years. He argues that through 
a process of language replacement 
(a theory popularized by the archaeo 
-logist Colin Renfrew) the north Indian 
Prakrit dialects spread among the vast 
majority of the people paving the way 
for the evolution of Sinhalese while 
Tamil became the dominant language in 
some parts of the island leading to the 
emergence of Sri Lankan Tamil. In 
historic times, Buddhism and Saivism 
played significant roles in shaping the 
evolution of the two major ethnic 
groups. Buddhism, though at first 
common to both groups (and to others 
in the island), later became a religion 
associated with the Sinhalese. The 
success of the Saiva religious movement 
in south India in the eighth and ninth 
centuries led to Tamil Buddhism._ 
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This research covers the period up to 
1200 by which time the process of 
evolution had more or less stabilized 
and the chance of one absorbing the 
other eventually had receded, although 
the assimilation of elements of one 
group into the other continued. 


This research lends support to the 

views of Prof. Sudharshan Seneviratne 
(Professor of Archaeology, University 

of Peradeniya) that “we cannot argue in 
favour of an ‘exodus’ of either 

‘Dravidian’ Megalthic - BRW commu- 
nities from South India or ‘Aryans’ of 

north west/east India, who arrived en 

masse with a mission to ‘civilize’ 

Sri Lanka” (1984 : 293), although 
‘community movement from Peninsu- 

lar India did take place at an early date 

to Sri Lanka’ and this included some 

who ‘belonged to clan groups under 
_the leadership of the Velir chieftains— 
~ and introdtced the Megalithic= BRW 
4 stechno-cultural complex:to Sri Lanka 
“around the 7/6 century | ‘BA oe , 
(1992: 113). (The Megalithic BRW 
“complex, in the words of Prof. Senéyi cet te 
ratne,“was the earliesttechng=cultural ~~ 
matrix formed in.SriLanka during. , ton 
the Earlydron on Age P prior to any ~'h 
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